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Abstract 
This thesis reports on a study of the influence of culture on the techniques of the 
body, using video data to document body movements. The techniques of the 
body synchronize humans with surrounding conditions through learning and 
action practices. The physical and social environment in which we grow up 
determines to a large extent the way we make use of our body. Culture literally 
“shapes the body”; it influences the skills we acquire as well as how these skills 
are learned. The study was undertaken in Sierra Leone, West Africa. Here, the 
way of living of a majority of ordinary people demands a lot of the physical 
capabilities of both children and adults. Technical skills like cleaning (i.e. 
pounding) rice and carrying buckets with water on the head are daily activities 
that children learn from a very young age. This influences their motor develop-
ment. Important aspects of these activities are the rhythm and timing of bodily 
movement. But the theme is pursued into leisure activity also. Here, the thesis 
focuses on techniques of the body associated with the game of soccer (football). 
Although this is a game played everywhere to the same basic rules, it will be 
shown that children in Sierra Leone learn the game through acquiring some 
culture specific skills. This is apparent via analysis of the warming up routines of 
football players in Sierra Leone, where specific cultural factors play a part. The 
warm-up routines of the boy’s school teams in Bo, Sierra Leone, are character-
ized by rhythm, as the players run up and down two lines and performing several 
kinds of activities in perfect synchrony. These activities involve raising knees, a 
kick movement or a combination of hip rotation and kicking, executed in a uni-
form rhythm, sometimes supported by clapping of the fingers. It is a sort of 
rhythmic gymnastics, almost a dance. Performing these activities in synchrony 
creates an audible rhythm, and may have as yet undetermined positive effects on 
team performance. However, the perfect synchrony the boys exhibit in warming 
up for soccer is not the only striking feature. What is also notable is the perfect 
control the boys have over their body while executing the activities. The upper 
body is perfectly straight and the inclination of the hips minimal. This requires a 
well developed motor control, which may be linked to the physically demanding 
tasks children undertake in mundane daily life. Pounding, carrying heavy buckets 
on the head and other physically challenging activities of this sort connected with 
work are seen, in this thesis, as possible influences over the maturation of the 
neural and muscular systems of children, facilitating developments in muscle 
strength, body posture and motor coordination. This leads to consideration of the 
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possibility that the athletic capacity of the football players is influenced by 
culture specific skills acquired as a part of daily domestic duty. 
In both the physical activities performed in daily life and in the warming up of 
the football players, the role of rhythm and body control are two main ob-
servations. The rhythm needs to be learned, but can at the same time assist the 
learning process, which makes explicit teaching less vital. Children learn these 
skills by practicing and imitating them from other children. From a very young 
age learners are absorbed in activities that give them an opportunity to move 
towards fuller participation in the wider sociocultural practices of the commu-
nity. These sociocultural practices form the routines of societal practice; the 
repetition of certain activities structures social life. But the recent civil war in 
Sierra Leone (1991-2002) disturbed these routines. For a lot of people the war 
also damaged their body, which forced them to learn new techniques of the body. 
Even during times of disturbance, the body plays a key role in the creative 
processes shaping culture and experience, both for the individual and for society 
as a whole. For some of these war-damaged people, football assisted in the 
process of finding new routines, new ways of fitting in society. The thesis also 
studies this aspect of the topic – i.e. the role that a game like football can play in 
rehabilitating the damaged individual within the sphere of public action, thus 
throwing new light on the developmental importance of sport. 
In general the topic of techniques of the body – first identified as an important 
aspect of anthropology by Marcel Mauss – remains an understudied subject, but 
this thesis confirms that such study is highly illuminating in regard to the forma-
tion of individual identity, as well as in terms of the interaction of culture and 
environment. The focus of the thesis on indigenous ways of moving brings out 
the balance that obtains between the environment and the body, as an aspect of 
the wider ethnography of Sierra Leonean society, and helps confirm that the topic 
is deserving of the attention of both social scientists and (biologically oriented) 
movement scientists. 
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Introduction 
‘Aw di bodi?’ 
‘Di bodi fine!’ 
This is a common greeting in Krio, the lingua franca of Sierra Leone. It is in-
teresting to note that Sierra Leoneans specifically refer to the body when they 
want to know how another person is faring. The body is the central topic in the 
greeting, representing the person. The person is conceptualized as a functioning 
body; to know how someone is doing, the enquirer asks how well the body is 
performing. 
The body is the central topic in this thesis. Our bodies are constantly in action. 
The way we move, the way we gesture, the way we make use of our bodies, can 
tell much about our culture. We communicate with our bodies. Our bodies are 
not only an expression of the genes that we carry, but also reflect the cultures in 
which we live: ‘the correspondence between genes, cerebral organization and 
culture is the basis of the complex tree from which the body of the Homo sapiens 
emerges’ (Pirani 2005: 239). With this quotation, we enter the nature-nurture 
debate, sometimes known as the nature-culture debate. A typical example is the 
debate over African athletic aptitude.  
Runners of African origin dominate the world of track and field sports. From 
the 100 m sprint to the marathon, African athletes hold many world records. The 
geographic variation in African sporting performance is even more specific. 
Some regions in Africa have produced athletes with specific abilities (Van Dam-
me & Wilson 2002). The world’s top sprinters tend to be from West Africa or 
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trace ancestry to West Africa. It is also notable that this region of the continent 
supplies many of the world’s most talented football players. Soccer is a game 
carried out in short, fast spurts. The longer distances in running are dominated by 
runners from North and East Africa, with some also from Southern Africa. These 
regional associations have frequently been noticed, and questions have been 
asked why people from West Africa are so good at playing football and running 
short distances while people from East Africa are very good long distance 
runners. This thesis attempts no direct answer to any such question, but it is 
mentioned here as a way of introducing the general theoretical background 
concerning human variations in the influence of both genetic inheritance and 
cultures on human performance.  
The categorization of differences between people – especially where a genetic 
component is proposed – have long been a controversial subject of debate. In the 
past, racial ideas about black Africans were one of the basic foundations of the 
slave trade. Africans, apologists for the slave trade argued, were better fitted by 
physique to ‘withstand the rigors of staple agriculture’ (Rawley & Behrendt 
2005: 266). Sierra Leone, a small country on the coast of upper West Africa, was 
also subject to the Atlantic slave trade from an early date. Written history of the 
area goes back to 1462, when the Portuguese landed on the forested, rocky, well-
watered peninsula they later called Serra Lyoa (Lion Mountains). The slave trade 
from Sierra Leone intensified in the 17th century, lasting until beginning of the 
19th century, when the British established the peninsula and surrounding districts 
as a Crown Colony, as part of their efforts to eliminate the Atlantic slave trade. 
For three centuries many inhabitants of this region were captured and imported 
as slaves into the Americas (the United States, Cuba and Brazil in particular). 
Some of their descendants later became top athletes in the New World.  
The ideas of racial difference in physical capabilities behind the slave trade 
were later modified as notions to explain racial differences in athletic perform-
ance, thus making the topic a difficult one to discuss today without emotion and 
misunderstanding. The black hardiness doctrine continued to evolve along with 
the development of biomedical thinking about racial differences (Hoberman 
2004). Within the social sciences and humanities, attention to physical anthro-
pology was often minimal, on the basis that the old medical anthropology was 
such a controversial science. Stripped of racial bias, however, the topic has re-
emerged within a broader debate about evolutionary biology, of which the above 
mentioned discussion on African athletic aptitude can be seen as a useful 
example. Legitimate scientific work on human variations in athletic aptitude has 
moved the focus away from the old racial anthropological categories (Hoberman 
2004). Genetic science has developed greatly and is useful to question as to con-
firm older assumptions. But in addition, the social sciences have also developed 
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ways to study biology. The debate on the relation between nature and culture 
within the social sciences can be approached – today – within the open frame-
work of scientific discovery. Research on the relationship between genes, culture, 
and human diversity is, in fact, a promising area for convergence between the 
social and behavioural sciences. Humans are different, as a result of the inter-
twined and inseparable relations between environmental factors, culture and 
genes (Durham 1991). Combining the strengths of both fields of science can help 
understanding of the totality of human experience and performance.  
In the present study, the main focus is on the culture part of the nature-culture 
debate. The topic is environmental and cultural factors influencing the body, and 
how body skills are developed. This has also been termed ‘the techniques of the 
body’. The notion of ‘techniques of the body’ was first introduced in the social 
sciences by Marcel Mauss in 1934. Mauss had in mind the notion that every 
society has its own local ways of making use of the body, or performing an 
action (Mauss [1934] 1973). Or, as Pirani (2005: 242) states: ‘The technique of 
the body regulates the perceptual and motor activities of the body as a synthesis 
in action between the history of biologically acquired values, the most ancient 
ones from an evolutionary perspective, and activities aimed at successfully adapt-
ing to the environment’. The techniques of the body are thus the result of the 
interplay of genetic and environmental factors. The study of bodily techniques 
concerns adaptation and learning.  
‘Each society has its own special habits’ (Mauss [1935] 2006: 79). Our daily 
activities are highly influenced by these habits and define why and how we 
move, as well as influencing the way we look at the body. Bodies are informed 
by habits instilled within a shared environment (Jackson 1983). The techniques 
of the body, influenced by such habits, not only reflect the present, but above all 
reflect the past (see for example Hardung 2002). The relation between the 
environment and the body reflects the way people have been taught to perform, 
as representing the most common way to make use of the body. ‘The body is 
man’s first and most natural instrument’ (Mauss [1935] 2006: 83), a technical 
object and at the same time technical means. The way we use our body is a 
reflection of us as individuals and of the society in which we are living. The 
study of the techniques of the body is an understudied area of research, especially 
in an African setting. But, as Mauss ([1935] 2006: 83) explains, ‘before instru-
mental techniques there is the ensemble of techniques of the body’. This ‘en-
semble of techniques of the body’ is in effect, for Mauss, the beginning of tech-
nology studies, i.e. the study of making, and not the tool or machine as is often 
assumed. 
In this research the body skills of a sample of Sierra Leoneans will be ana-
lyzed. Soccer (football) is chosen as a major domain for investigation, to allow a 
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closer look at the applicability of the nature-culture debate in a sports setting. 
The game of football is based on the same rules all over the world. And yet there 
are often quite large variations in the way the game is played, based on local 
style (Archetti 1999). It is here hypothesized that these differences can be 
explained – at least in part – by environmental and cultural differences affecting 
the way footballers perform. The thesis asks whether the skills that the football 
players develop, and performance as a team, can be influenced by culture specific 
training practices. A study on motor development and body skills in football 
might be illuminating of the more general interplay of genetic and cultural/en-
vironmental factors.  
The thesis approaches football skills by an indirect route. It first investigates 
how young people acquire techniques of the body in earlier childhood. One 
reason for taking this route is that much of the published literature on the nature-
culture debate as illuminated by examination of body skills is to be found in 
cross-cultural research on motor development of infants. In dozens of studies it is 
found that African infants have accelerated onset of motor skills like head con-
trol, sitting independently, standing upright, walking and running, in comparison 
to children in America and Europe (for overview see Adolph et al. 2010). 
Differences in motor development between those infants were accompanied by 
possible genetic differences. However, there is more and more evidence that 
cultural differences play a significant causal role in these findings concerning 
accelerated development; in fact only skills that were encouraged by cultural 
context showed acceleration (Adolph et al. 2010).  
The context for this finding is that African daily life, as encountered in Sierra 
Leone, is physically challenging, especially for children, but for adults as well. 
Recovering from an eleven year civil war ended in 2002, the country remains 
highly underdeveloped. Despite rich mineral resources the country remains one 
of the poorest in the world, ranking last (of countries with data) in the UNDP 
human development index 2008 (URL 1). Most of its citizens live in very poor 
conditions, with no running water, no electricity, and few machines to assist in 
agriculture, industry or daily household activities. For many essential daily ac-
tivities, therefore, the only available tool is the body. Children in Sierra Leone 
are trained from a very young age to execute certain activities that ask a great 
deal of their physical capacity, like carrying water from public wells to home 
compounds in big containers on their heads. They develop skills as belonging to 
a repertoire of movements essential to survival. The motor skills children 
develop are shaped by these everyday cultural practices; bodies become marked 
by this relationship between environment and these everyday practices. The skills 
they develop ‘refer to the capacity to reach a goal by using the affordances of the 
environment’ (Roux et al. 1995: 66). The development of specific motor skills in 
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turn can influence the general motor capacity of the child, but will also have an 
effect on body posture, balance, strength and endurance. 
The cultural context not only determines to a large degree if certain motor 
skills are developed, but is also essential to the way these motor skills are 
acquired; it determines the learning process. Culture is in large part information 
that people acquire from others by teaching, imitation and other forms of social 
learning (Boyd & Richerson 2005). This also applies to what I here call the 
‘physical culture’; the specific loco motor skills that people use are shaped by 
cultural practices. ‘The child, the adult, imitates actions which have succeeded 
and which he has seen successfully performed by people in whom he has 
confidence and who have authority over him’ (Mauss [1935] 2006: 81). Copying 
techniques of the body is important to become a full member of a community 
(Lave & Wenger 1991). The techniques of the body synchronize humans with 
surrounding conditions through learning and action practices (Pirani 2005). It 
shows how the body constantly shapes and is shaped by the world in which it 
finds itself, as an active process of fitting in with the world. The body connects 
various parts of the environment, organizing the practices that determine the 
relational basis of culture (Pirani 2005). Taking the techniques of the body as a 
starting point for analysis can, it is here argued, lead to new insights into the 
culture in which these activities are executed.  
However, this research is not only focused on issues that can add to the nature-
culture debate. This study also aims to draw attention for the importance of 
sports and physical activity as an important area of African studies. The sports 
arena is one of the areas in which Africa and its citizens compete with the rest of 
the world on fair terms, as opposed to say trade in agricultural produce, where 
rich countries bias the market in favour of their own producers. Long distance 
runners, sprinters and football players from Africa have already found their way 
into the global sports arena in large numbers. This includes Sierra Leone. Mo-
hamed Kallon (of Inter Milan) and Eunice Barber1 (world champion) are two 
Sierra Leoneans who have competed (in football and heptathlon respectively) at 
the highest level. Sport is thus a field where the global meets the African local. It 
offers new opportunities that work their way back into the smallest villages in 
Africa. Besides, sport is also an important area for research on African society 
because it is ‘deeply embedded in society and reflects larger social processes’ 
(Vidacs 2006: 344). Sierra Leone, recovering from more than a decade of civil 
                                                            
1  Eunice Barber won the gold medal in heptathlon at the World Championship in athletics in 1999, 
competing for France. Before that date she was a Sierra Leonean national team competitor. Due to a 
lack of government funds she took French citizenship in 1999, in which country she had lived and 
trained since 1992. To stress that she was still connected to Sierra Leone, she tried to celebrate her 
victory by holding both the French and Sierra Leonean flags during the ceremony, but was prevented 
by officials.  
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war ended in 2002, is still facing the results of years of destruction. For a lot of 
citizens, football has been and still is of great importance to help recover from 
the war. Therefore, this thesis also attends to the experiences of the players in Bo 
with regards to football and their recovery from the war. This leads to a specific 
examination of one particular aspect of football in Sierra Leone that has garnered 
international attention – amputee football. The amputee players of Sierra Leone 
are physically harmed as a result of the war, and this has huge consequences on 
the body skills, as well as their view on their bodies in relation to the society. The 
bodies of these players most visibly reflect the past, while they try to find a new 
way in the present. It thus becomes an important way to examine some of the 
concerns of the thesis as they approach new and revealing limits. 
Even the simplest actions we perform are embodied; cultural practices have 
influenced these actions. Although there has been some research on embodied 
action in Western settings (see for example Chaiklin & Lave 1993; Dant 1999), 
the focus on Africa has been rather limited, outside specialist domains such as 
African dance. Pioneer studies of mundane activity in Africa include the work of 
Richards (1986) on farming as a performance. But explanations of geographic 
variation in human locomotor performance seem to have received little attention 
(Van Damme & Wilson 2002). Besides, researchers have gathered few syste-
matic data on the effects of extreme climates and physical conditions on motor 
development, and little is known about the acquisition of motor skills that seem 
rarefied in our culture but more commonplace in others (Adolph et al. 2010). On 
the other hand, if we want to know more about the interplay between nature and 
culture around techniques of the body, it seems somewhat logical to pay special 
attention to the continent where human history started. Sierra Leone, a country 
involved in the transatlantic slave trade, with a recent history of violence and 
disturbances, and the current challenges facing the inhabitants, seems an es-
pecially appropriate African location in which to launch a closer look at the way 
embodied actions shape and are shaped by collective cultural practices under 
various kinds of stressed conditions. 
To summary, it can thus be stated that the present research focuses on the 
techniques of the body and how these techniques are shaped by cultural practices 
as well as environmental aspects. The way children learn and acquire body skills 
in Sierra Leonean society and how their bodies are shaped by cultural practices 
will be the main topics. Body movements in both football and mundane daily life 
will be captured and analyzed in order to grasp the sense of the activity and the 
influence of the activities on the body; the body in action. But before turning to a 
closer examination of techniques of the body in Sierra Leone, it will be useful to 
consider the sociocultural context within which the study took place – the town 
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of Bo in central Sierra Leone – and to briefly comment on the role of football in 
Africa, and in this community in particular.  
Football in Africa 
Everywhere in Africa, young people 
play football. Whether it is on small 
places in crowded, urban areas or on 
a dusty field somewhere rural, eve-
rywhere boys (and more and more 
girls) are trying to kick an often 
deflated football, barefoot, or shod 
with only slippers, in school uni-
forms or second hand cloths. Like-
wise, everywhere in Africa young-
sters dream about becoming football 
stars. The influence of European 
football competition is enormous. 
As in all African nations, football is 
very popular in Sierra Leone both as a match and as a media event. People watch 
football on TV, or in their neighbourhood, and hero-worship individual football 
players, especially stars of African origin. Even people from remote villages 
know the results of the latest matches being played in the English premier league 
football competition. As hardly anyone can afford to have a TV at home, football 
is watched together in public cinemas. Entrance costs about 1,000 Leones (about 
0.25 euros). People with radios follow matches via the BBC World Service.  
These days girls are also becoming aware of the fact that women can play 
football as a professional career. The effect of showing female football on TV 
must not be underestimated. The world cup for female football in 2008 as well as 
female football during the Olympics in Beijing 2008 was closely monitored in 
Africa. As one girl in Bo noted:  
‘I saw the Nigerian female team play during the world cup. That gave me the 
motivation to play football, so that tomorrow I will be like them’ (Interview, Bo, 
Sierra Leone, 19/09/2008). 
Football nowadays is big business throughout the world. It is a professional 
branch of sport in which huge amounts of money are involved. Commercially, 
football can be seen as a global trading network in which football players are 
exchanged for money. Because the trade focuses on talent, Africans compete in 
this market on equal terms, unlike in some other areas of commerce. In fact, a lot 
of European football clubs focus on Africa, to trace talented players. A look at 
Picture 1.1 Announcement of a football  
 game. 
8 
 
the map of Africa shows the importance of West African countries; Cameroon, 
Nigeria, Ghana, Cote d’Ivoire, Senegal. These are the countries that are men-
tioned as big football playing nations in Africa. Before the war, Sierra Leone 
used to be a good football playing nation as well, although acting in the shadow 
of the big surrounding nations. The dominance of West Africa in football may 
reflect the biological inheritance also apparent in sprinting disciplines in track 
and field. But it also tells us something about the focus of the French colonial 
empire on West Africa. Many West African football stars have come to Europe 
through French connection. This is in part because the sport is big in France. Its 
World Cup winning side of recent years was largely francophone African in 
background. But also the French state has taken a more inclusive approach to its 
former colonial citizens. It has been somewhat easier, historically, for a franco-
phone West African to acquire French than (say) German or British citizenship 
(as ironically illustrated by the case of the athlete Eunice Barber, originating in a 
country of British colonial background).  
Football is important for Africa. When an African football player from what-
ever country is selected in a prominent team in Europe, the football loving 
population across Africa feels pride and satisfaction. In part, it helps counter the 
effect of generations of dependency and colonial oppression. The coach of the 
semi-professional club Bo Rangers put it this way:  
‘Sports is the only field in which all countries can meet and compete on an equal 
level, with the same set of rules’.  
One of the most recent statements concerning popularity and importance of 
football on the continent is the election of South Africa as the host for the World 
Cup in 2010. The positive feelings that will result from this event will probably 
be celebrated across the continent.  
Football in Bo, Sierra Leone  
This study focuses mainly on the town of Bo. Bo is one of four main urban 
centres in provincial Sierra Leone. It is the administrative capital of the south-
eastern part of the country. The city has a population of over 100,000 inhabitants 
and the urban area is quite extended, with more and more houses being built on 
the low hills surrounding the city centre. Life in Bo is busy, but still somewhat 
oriented towards the diamond trade or agrarian activity. Swamps thread their way 
through the town and most are intensively cultivated to rice and vegetables. 
Local markets are filled with these and other products coming straight from the 
field. There are a few paved roads, but most are in bad condition. Transport is 
mostly by motor cycle taxi, but walking is the other main way to move around. 
Bo is surrounded by numerous of small villages. Every day, people walk from 
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these villages to Bo where they sell wood, cassava or charcoal. The climate of 
central Sierra Leone is humid tropical, with high rainfall (c. 2,500 mm per year) 
and a dry season of four to five months (December to April) (Richards 1986). 
A lot of boys play football. Bo has two ‘professional’ football clubs, the Bo 
Rangers and the Nepean Stars. ‘Professional’ is in quotation marks. The clubs are 
part of a national league and should rank high in Sierra Leonean club football, 
but the whole situation suffers from poor organization. A visit to these clubs 
shows only a sandy training ground, a few balls, and a few cones to mark their 
front-line status. Still, the power to attract young players is enormous. In addition 
to these two professional clubs, there are amateur clubs playing in the second 
division of the Sierra Leone league, as well as a lot of local clubs representing 
town sections. These sections are administrative units. Each section has its 
playing field. These are open areas without facilities, where the boys (and now 
also girls) train. Clubs exist at this level, but they are not general. Sometimes 
they are highly ephemeral. They train only when there is a coach, or when there 
is a ball, and when they can gather enough players. School is hindrance at times, 
because (organised on a shift system) some of the pupils have class in the 
morning, while others go to school in the afternoon, which makes it difficult to 
find a time to suit everyone. Still, almost every weekday the fields are occupied, 
whether by trainings of section teams, or by a few boys practicing and kicking a 
deflated plastic ball. Most of the teams play in sectional leagues, but the league 
suffers from organizational deficiencies. During the first semester of the aca-
demic year a school football league is in operation. This is a league in which 
there is a separate competition for junior secondary and senior secondary 
schools. Almost every school in Bo is involved in this league. The competition 
enjoys considerable status, and the best players are selected to represent their 
schools. Some of the teams are trained by PE teachers, while other teams attract 
current or former ‘professional’ football players to act as coaches. The school 
league is very popular, and a subject for many discussions in Bo. Both boys and 
girls will go to the ‘Coronation field’, the small stadium near the centre of Bo, to 
watch their school team play. Some boys play both for their school and for a 
section club as well. Some also play in national competitions. 
Bo has many Christians and Muslims, and the town is covered with churches 
and mosques, the later making frequent daily calls to prayer. Mosque and church 
are vigorously supported. Football teams will typically have a mix of Muslims 
and Christians, but some teams are Muslim or Christian only. Where this occurs 
it is the result of organizational factors. The school teams for the Ahmadiya 
Muslim school or the Methodist boys high school, for example, will tend to field 
teams from one faith only. But normally, religious allegiance is simply not a 
factor of importance. When football is played it is the game that matters.  
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While the school league is solely for boys, football for girls is on the rise. In 
Bo there are several girls’ teams that train on regular basis. These teams have 
enthusiastic coaches, but there are a lot of challenges hindering training. One is 
lack of support from parents, who think football and schooling cannot go to-
gether. Lack of equipment and money for transportation to training, also hinder 
girls attending the football field. While the research was being undertaken, a few 
coaches were trying to form a Bo district team in order to bring the most talented 
and motivated girls together. This project started very promisingly, but in the end 
it failed due to the kinds of factors just mentioned. While girls football within the 
country is slowly becoming popular, with some promising teams in Freetown, 
Kenema and Kono, football for girls in Bo is still very under-developed. And 
while this situation prevails there are a few if any women coaches. But neverthe-
less, there are quite a few male coaches willing to spend their time on training 
girls, for as one of them remarked: ‘girls’ football has a future’. 
As mentioned above, football has an enormous power of attraction to young 
people within Bo. Being part of a football team means a lot to them. It gives 
them recognition and a feeling of importance, as is shown in the answers of boys 
in response to my question on their motivation to play football;  
‘People saw me play and like me now’,  
was a common answer, as well as  
‘I am somebody by the game.’ 
According to the coach of the Bo Rangers, football is also popular because of 
high unemployment:  
‘Playing football is better than doing nothing; it gives them some kind of impor-
tance.’ 
For some who dropped out of education, football is an alternative life-style. To 
be part of a football team makes them proud and gives some structure to other-
wise highly impoverished lives.   
Most boys started to play at a very young age. When asked why they started to 
play football, some told me they were encouraged by their fathers, brothers, 
friends or other relatives. Some mentioned self motivation.  
‘Football is a game that I like.’ 
The coaches and PE teachers are also of importance in the motivation to 
playing football. These men act as motivators for the younger boys. According to 
the coach of the Bo Rangers, football is important for Sierra Leone for three 
reasons: (1) the money aspect, for some, football can be a career, they can make 
money out of it; (2) the mind, it gives focus and a target, a goal and (3) training 
the body makes you healthier.  
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‘Invest in (the) human being is the best Sierra Leone can do. Invest in the body’,  
he says. Indeed, the fact that nowadays there is an opportunity to make money 
out of playing football is one of the reasons mentioned most often in answer to 
my question regarding motivation to play. All the boys dream about an inter-
national football career.  
‘Football is a trade on its own in the world’, ‘football is a future to me, tomorrow’ or 
‘I want to be a professional footballer in the world’,  
were common answers. However, football is also important for social cohesion. 
As one of the players of the Bo Rangers explained:  
‘Football creates a bond of friendliness among the players’ (Interviews, Bo, Sierra 
Leone, September/ October 2008).  
Methodology 
When walking through Bo it is hardly possible to avoid seeing football. Football 
is everywhere, always. It is thus important part of the culture, just as are some 
other striking bodily practices, like head-supported carrying of heavy loads. As a 
human movement scientist, I was trained to look at the way people make use of 
their bodies, how they keep their balance and how they are able to anticipate 
incoming signals in relation to their environment. Most of the time a human 
movement scientist will make use of equipment to measure velocity, power, and 
eye movement etc during a particular body movement. In the setting of this 
research, it was not possible to make use of these methods. The most important 
tool was my own observation. I spent a lot of time sitting and observing people – 
e.g. footballers playing, children occupied in daily tasks, villagers on their way to 
Bo. After a while I started to capture their movements. I realized that people 
perform their culture, and therefore filming and observation became the most 
important means to collect data. Film offers a text most appropriate for the study 
of cultural performance in which the focus is on movement analysis (Ness 1999). 
A standard video camera (Panasonic SDR-S7) was my main research tool.  
Besides observation and filming, interview was an important method as well. I 
interviewed about 70 boys and 12 girls, using various short questions related to 
football, training, eating habits and the war. The age of the boys and girls ranged 
from about 12–25 years. Some of the boys were really shy, so I tried to make 
them at ease before the start of any session. I always introduced myself before-
hand and made sure the boys were fully aware of the fact that I wanted to capture 
their answers on tape. The interviews were all very informal. Before or after 
training, I took three to six of the players apart and asked them two to four 
questions. There was a difference in the way I conducted the interviews with the 
club football players and the school league football players. The last group was 
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in general younger and the boys wanted to answer the questions as a team. I 
therefore conducted the interviews as a focus group with six to twelve players. 
Although I gave all the players a voice, the answers were more or less the same 
and influenced by their peers. That made me to decide to limit the questions 
asked to these groups and instead, on the basis of the answers given on certain 
questions, I developed a questionnaire on eating habits in relation to performance 
on the football field. This questionnaire was used for twelve school teams. Al-
most 170 boys answered these questions.  
At the end of the research period I bought a scale. With this scale I measured 
the body weight of about 40 children and adults, plus the weight of load carried. 
These data are relevant to exploring the possible consequences of head-supported 
carrying of heavy loads. 
Another method used in this research was participation. To understand why 
people do certain things there is need to understand the cultural context. Partici-
pant-observation –  where the researcher takes part in the general setting within 
which an observed individual operates – helps elucidate information on personal 
characteristics, upbringing and education, physical and social environment, and 
the purpose and logic of everyday activities. When looking at movement, the 
researcher’s stance is not much different. A lot of bodily actions are culture 
specific; therefore, to understand this movement, the researcher needs to take 
cultural context into consideration. Questions can be asked about this context, but 
to fully understand many actions it is essential to join in.  
The video data give some good examples of the physical demands of life in 
and around Bo, and through analysis of these materials an attempt will be made 
to contribute to literature on the nature-nurture debate in relation to human move-
ment. A movement is a rhythmic order of muscle contractions. Therefore, I focus 
on form, rhythm and sequencing of the performance of movement, as well as 
organization, when more than one person was involved. I look at these move-
ments from different perspectives, considering not only what the movement com-
prises, but also seeking to understand how it is put together. This means that I 
look at the basic elements of an action as well as rhythmic components and 
patterns of sequencing. Another important aspect is the communication between 
people involved in the same exercise. This type of analysis can bring out how 
processes of teaching and learning are handled within a culture. Also, I try to link 
movements not only to features of the cultural setting, but also to the physical 
environment. Body movements are always made in an environment, and move-
ment is shaped by this environment even as movement shapes the environment.  
By analyzing the interviews, a local perspective on ideas about training, foot-
ball, energy, skill, the body and war can be distilled. These interview data also 
add to the video data in terms of the issue of how skills are learned and practiced.  
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Doing even simple observation-based scientific research of the instrument-free 
kind just outlined, is quite a challenge in African conditions due to several 
factors. Not only does the observer have to figure out how to behave in a new 
culture, and become adept at dealing with the different circumstances arising 
(e.g. social obligations), but the researcher also has to cope with the stresses of 
being an outsider seeking to understand more about the inside. The helpful factor 
about studying human body movements is that words are often not needed, and 
would perhaps at times be meaningless. Especially during sport events, cultural 
differences that might otherwise limit understanding will tend to be neutralized. 
Everyone can follow the game, whether speaking a local language or not. During 
participation in a girls’ football match, I became a member of the team, trying to 
reach the same goal. When I was running laps on the sports field in Bo, or doing 
some exercises like push-ups, girls and boys would join me. We had fun and 
need no words to understand each other. But in addition to mental challenges (or 
windfalls), there are also practical difficulties such as lack of electricity.  
Studying human movement in a real-life setting, using participant observation 
methods, suffers from not generating the kind of “hard” data with which science 
normally works. But on the other hand, it is here suggested that it gives insight 
into the relation between culture, body skills and human processes of making. 
The work here reported could be best classed under what Roux et al. (1995) label 
as ‘experimental field’ studies. According to these authors, this perspective has 
become possible due to technological advances in portable data recording de-
vices based on laboratory techniques. ‘It raises new questions about how funda-
mental mechanisms studied in laboratory settings are used in functional complex 
motor-skills learning, giving good evidence that it is time now to go outside the 
laboratory and to study real life skills’ (p. 83).  
The video data discussed in the chapters of this thesis are to be found on a 
DVD enclosed with this thesis, as an alternative to the more usual paper ap-
pendix containing interview transcripts or field notes. Some of the most impor-
tant video data, evidencing arguments made in this thesis, are presented as still 
frames or still sequences at appropriate points in the text. The content of the 
DVD, as well as an overview of all the pictures used, is indexed in the list of 
video data and illustrations provided in Appendix 2. A final point on the termi-
nology is in order. Since this thesis tries to combine notions of human movement 
sciences with social sciences, I will make use of terminology based on language 
commonly used in both fields of science. Some of the more difficult terms are 
explained in a glossary at the end of the thesis. 
  
2 
Culture specific motor 
skills in society 
As discussed in the introductory chapter, culture can have an enormous influence 
on the motor skills that humans develop. The way culture affect developmental 
trajectories is still a point of debate. According to Adolph et al. (2010), there are 
basically two ways in which culture can affect motor development. Encourage-
ment of certain motor activities during childhood, either by social or environ-
mental encouragement (the way the physical environment opens up or restricts 
certain activities), can have an effect on the shape of the developmental tra-
jectory. For example, strong social encouragement of walking can result in a very 
fast trajectory and early walking movements in a child. Conversely, a lack of 
encouragement may delay the onset of walking skills. In both cases the end result 
is the same; in both situations the child learns to walk, but encouragement 
influences speed of skill acquisition. Another way in which culture and environ-
ment can affect developmental trajectories is through its influence on the end-
point of development. This means that the level of skill performance is higher or 
lower due to the amount of practice encouraged by the culture, or by differences 
in environment or climate (Adolph et al. 2010). In the walking example just 
mentioned, when walking is part of cultural practices, as is the case in nomadic 
cultures, walking skills can develop further and become more and more efficient 
(Devine 1985; Heglund 1995). This last case tells us something about the capa-
bilities of the human being and the potential scope for human motor develop-
ment.  
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In Africa in general, and in Sierra Leone in particular, the way of living is still 
very physical. Daily life demands a lot of physical activity. In addition, the 
environment as well as the tools that people use challenge the human body to 
execute certain motor skills. A lot of studies on the development of motor skills 
deal with fundamental motor skills such as walking, throwing or running. Very 
little attention has been paid to more culturally-specific motor skills, and espe-
cially to the set of ‘technical skills’ shared by most members of a specific com-
munity but not perhaps widely distributed outside that community (Bril 1986). 
During my research in Bo, Sierra Leone, my attention was drawn to the physical 
activities of the smaller children as well as the physically challenging actions 
engaged in by many adults. This chapter explores some specific activities in the 
daily life of people in Sierra Leone, with a focus on the acquisition of everyday 
technical motor skills. What skills do agents need to develop to perform certain 
tasks and how do they acquire these skills?  
Physical tasks of children 
Pounding 
Children in Africa are still required to perform highly physical tasks on daily 
basis. Daily life demands a high degree of physical activity in which the children 
already participate. Water needs to be brought from a well into the compound for 
washing, laundry and cooking. Wood needs to be cut, rice needs to be harvested 
by hand, food needs to be pounded. A lot of these activities are draining on the 
body. An example of this is pounding. Rice is the staple food in Sierra Leone, 
and everyday each household has to pound husk rice in order to clean it for 
cooking. Mechanical mills for this task are few and far between. Pounding may 
be viewed as a complex motor skill which involves a repetitive elementary 
movement with a wooden stick (the pestle). The activity will be learnt by almost 
every female child within the community. In the picture a small girl (nine years 
of age) is shown pounding rice in a mortar, a carved wooden receptacle (Pictures 
2.1 and 2.2, Videos 1 and 2). This task has to be done on daily basis and de-
pending on the time of the year, it can be millet, corn, rice or some other grain in 
the mortar. In this case it is rice that is being pounded, coming straight from the 
field at the end of rainy season and beginning of dry season, the major rice 
harvesting period. The girl pounds for one to two hours per day, using a pestle of 
about five kilos. Most of the time the task is done in pairs, as in this example, but 
pounding can also be performed individually, or sometimes with more than two 
persons. When pounding with one or more partners, the individual pounder’s 
movement needs to be adjusted to the movement of the partner(s). In this case, 
the lift of the woman corresponds to the slam of the girl. The result is a rhythmic 
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performance that continues for hours, interrupted only when the pounded rice is 
replaced by ‘new’ rice requiring husking.  
 
    
Picture 2.1 Girl pounding  Picture 2.2 Girl pounding 
 rice – side view.  rice – rear view. 
 
It is a difficult and physically demanding task. The pestle has to be smashed 
into the mortar at full speed, to generate enough power to split the husk layers 
from the edible grains of rice. This means that the pestle has to be lifted high up, 
after which certain muscles have to contract in a specific order to create a 
velocity as high as possible, which will then be used to slam the stick into the 
basket. Pounding skill comprises not only coordination of body segments, but 
also a knack for controlling the relative timing of the different phases of move-
ment.  
The small girl in this example uses both hands, and needs to stretch her body 
fully in order to lift the stick. The woman, with whom the little girl is pounding 
rice, mostly uses only one hand. Although this woman is not too tall, she has no 
need to stretch her body as much as the child. For the girl the work is extremely 
tough. Her torso raises and lowers with her arms and she uses her legs to stretch 
fully while lifting the pestle as well as bending her knees when she slams the 
pestle into the mortar. She breathes heavily on the beat of the rhythm to smash 
the pestle into the basket, breathing in when she lifts the stick, breathing out 
when she smashes the stick into the basket. Both the woman and the girl in this 
example stand with their feet next to each other. This is different from the 
2.1 2.2 
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pounding skill of women in Mali, as analyzed by Bril (1986). These women 
placed one foot in front of the other. This created a different base of support and 
influenced the body movements to a certain extent, with the technique of the 
Malian women resulting in a shift of the centre of mass between the front and 
rear leg. In both postures, keeping the balance of the body during pounding is 
most important. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For the highest efficiency of the activity, it is necessary to aim the pestle 
exactly at the deepest point of the mortar, i.e. in the middle. That is the point to 
which the rice slides down after each smash. This precision requires a fine tuning 
of the motor skill and is probably only achieved after several years of practice. 
Visual feedback can be used to guide the movement, but also the sound of the 
stick in the mortar, as well as the rhythm of the activity, gives useful information 
on the success of the movement.  
 On the next pages a series of pictures is shown of the movements of the girl, 
corresponding to the sequence of movements made during one stroke of the 
pestle into the mortar. Notice that the girl stretches her body fully from her toes 
to her arms, and then curls her back and bends her knees during the downward 
movement of the pestle. She then uses the speed that she generates with her legs 
to raise the pestle again. The pestle is still too heavy for the girl to manage with 
only one hand. When she tries to perform the task with one hand she has to push 
the pestle slightly in the right direction with her other hand (not shown in the 
pictures). The young woman in this picture is using her left arm, but the video 
demonstrates that she is changing hands now or then. She is equally able to 
perform the task with her right arm. The arm that is not used for the smash is 
Picture 2.3 Base of support.
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used to balance the body. At times the woman uses both her hands to hold the 
pestle. Also, the young woman apparently has no need to stretch her whole body 
to achieve the same velocity with the pestle. She generates the force by the swing 
of her arm supported from her back; she is bending slightly forward during the 
smash into the mortar. She is standing firm on the ground, her feet a little apart 
and turned outwards to create a stable base of support. The girl changes her 
technique now and then, varying between using her whole body, as is shown in 
the pictures, and a technique closer to that of the adult woman, probably to relax 
 
 
   
 
 
   
2.4  2.5 2.6 
2.7  2.8 2.9 
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Pictures 2.4 – 2.15 Sequence of movements involved in the  
 skill of pounding rice. 
 
 
the leg muscles a bit. The two techniques require a slightly different timing, but 
the girl seems to be able to shift between them without any problems. When she 
expands the range of her movements, she also accelerates the speed of the 
movements in order to keep within the rhythm of the activity. At one moment, 
though, the pestles touch. It is when the girl changes from the ‘adult’ technique 
to the technique in which she uses her whole body. She rests her pestle in the 
2.10  2.11 2.12 
2.13  2.14 2.15 
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mortar for a longer than average moment. The woman is not able to adjust to this 
different timing anymore as she has already initiated her movement downwards. 
That is when the pestles touch slightly. The sound of the touching pestles can 
also be a form of feedback, telling the pounders that the timing of the movements 
of both participants has to change, to re-synchronize. 
It was noticed that the girl sometimes placed her 
right foot somewhat further apart (backwards, 
Picture 2.16), enlarging the base of support and 
thereby giving her the ability to shift the weight of 
the body from the front leg to the rear leg while the 
pestle is moving up, and to shift back to the front 
leg when starting to move the pestle down into the 
mortar. This technique is closer to the pounding 
technique of Malian women as reported by Bril 
(1986). Additionally, however, Bril found that 
children learning to pound move their feet fre-
quently, probably reflecting lack of stability. This 
can be the result of the weight of the pestle, which 
is a heavy tool for the little girl to manage. The girl 
here is holding the pestle way below its centre of 
mass, making it even more difficult to handle and 
easily disrupting the balance of the body. forming 
a movement with such a heavy tool certainly has 
consequences for the development of the body, on 
which Chapter 5 elaborates.  
 
Carrying water 
Another physical task that falls to the lot of children in Africa is fetching water. 
This sometimes means a trip to a distant stream or water hole. Although a large 
town, Bo long since ceased to have a pumped and piped water supply. Most 
people in Bo depend on water head-loaded by children in containers from a 
public well to the home compound. Headloading water involves several specific 
skills, depending also on whether the water is collected from a deep hole in the 
ground or an open, superficial well. These skills include throwing the water bag 
into the well, pulling the bag up again (without loss), throwing the water into the 
bucket, getting the bucket on the head, getting upright (without spillage) and 
walking with the bucket of water on the head (again without spillage).  
The bucket with water can be amount to a substantial percentage of the child’s 
own body weight. Of the seventeen children measured in this study, the average 
weight of the load counted for 36 percent of the carrier’s own body weight. For 
Picture 2.16 Base of support
 of the girl. 
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example, a girl of nine years in age, with a body weight of about 27 kilogram, 
carried water of not less than 16 kg. Thus she was walking with a load of almost 
60 percent of her own body weight. A boy, eight years of age, with a bodyweight 
of 24 kg, was carrying a water-filled bucket of about 7 kg, meaning the boy was 
carrying about 29 percent of his own body weight on his head. When carrying 
such a heavy load on the head, the pattern of walking is almost inevitably modi-
fied. According to Cavagna et al. (1977, 2002) and Kuo et al. (2005) humans use 
an inverted pendulum mechanism during walking. This means that there is a 
pendulum-like exchange between kinetic and gravitational potential energy of the 
body’s centre of mass. In level walking at a constant average speed, we have to 
lift the centre of mass of the body and accelerate it forward. The centre of mass, 
and therefore of the head as well, thus constantly moves up and down. The rise 
and fall of the centre of mass creates an energy flow of gravitational energy into 
forward kinetic energy, and vice versa. The more efficient this energy transfer, 
the less mechanical energy it costs to move the centre of mass. However, during 
walking with a heavy load on the head, this rise and fall of the body is probably 
not efficient. It destabilizes the load and in the case of carrying water, creates a 
motion of the water which can lead to spoiling. The head needs to be at a 
constant level. In the next series of pictures a boy is shown walking with a bucket 
with water on his head (see also video 3). He is supporting the load with two 
hands, probably because of the rough and unpredictable surface he was walking 
on. When looking at his hips in the first two pictures of the series, it is clear that 
the boy is standing on his right leg (single contact with the ground), swinging his 
left leg forward. In pictures three and four both his right and left leg are on the 
ground (double contact). Pictures five and six show the stance phase of his left 
leg. In these last two pictures the boy has to transfer his balance from a double 
contact to a single contact of his left leg. His left hip turns aside as is also shown 
by the lowest part of his backbone, curving to the left. This suggests that the im-
pact force of the touchdown of the foot on the ground is completely neutralized 
in the hip joint. Also, by making a side movement in the hip joint the centre of 
gravity of the body is kept on the same height all the time, minimizing the up and 
down movement of the head (and thus of the spillage-prone bucket). It is clear 
that walking with a head-supported load requires the head to be stable all the 
time. This is achieved by side-wards hip movement, as well as by contraction of 
the neck muscles. Additionally, the upper body needs to be kept straight. Walk-
ing with a heavy load of about thirty or more percent of your own body weight 
can thus be seen to influence the technique of walking.  
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Pictures 2.17 – 2.22 A boy carrying a bucket with water on his head. 
 
 
In addition to adapted walking technique, the child also has to master the 
technique of getting the bucket on the head. When a child’s bucket is very heavy 
or big, another child will help to get it on his or her head. But when a child is 
fetching water alone, he or she has to manage the heavy bucket on to the head all 
by him- or herself. Clearly, Sierra Leonean children have developed a way to 
handle this. This is also a technique that has to be learned, acquired by practice. 
First, the child kneels down next to the bucket. He or she then lifts the bucket 
with both hands holding the edge on top of the bucket. The bucket is placed on 
one knee, after which the child will place one hand at the bottom of the bucket. 
From there, the bucket is lifted up, just far enough for the child to put his head 
quickly under the bucket. Only when the bucket is placed on the head will the 
child get into an upright position again. The possible consequences of these 
physically difficult tasks for the development of the body in terms of strength and 
2.17 2.18
2.19 2.20
2.21 2.22
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endurance, as well as body posture, balance and motor capacity will be discussed 
in Chapter 5. 
Physical culture in the village 
Besides the children carrying heavy loads, a lot of adults also carry things on 
their heads, as a normal way to transport goods or food. In and around Bo, people 
coming from villages do this kind of headloading on an almost daily basis. Take, 
for example, the people from Kpatema, a small village about five miles from Bo. 
Every morning men and women gather and walk the five miles to Bo carrying 
packages of wood on their head (to be sold as firewood). They leave the village 
at around six o’clock in the morning when the temperature is not too high, and 
walk the rocky and sometimes hilly gravel road into Bo. They hardly eat 
anything before they leave and although they will lose quite some fluid during 
the walk, they will refuse to drink anything either. Between 10 and 11 am they 
aim to be back in the village. In these four to five hours, they walk to Bo, sell 
their goods (mostly wood), buy any ingredients they cannot get in the village, 
and then walk home. The weight of the loads they carry varies between 35 and 
50 kilos. Measurements for this thesis suggest that this accounts for between 50–
98 % of own body weight – a truly extraordinary burden, but one that villagers 
list routinely!  
Carrying heavy loads from a very young age is a typical example of how 
culture can influence the endpoint of motor development, in this case through 
impact on walking skills. In studies on the effect of carrying head supported 
loads on walking technique it was found that African women have developed 
new gait patterns. In Maloiy et al. (1986) and Heglund et al. (1995) it is reported 
that when African women carry up to 20 percent of their body weight there is no 
measurable increase in energy expenditure (oxygen consumption rate). Addi-
tionally, up to a load of 70 percent of body weight, African women carry loads at 
lower metabolic cost than control subjects carrying either head- or back sup-
ported loads because they do less mechanical work. This reduced energy ex-
penditure is most likely the result of subtle adaptations of walking gait, which 
will conserve mechanical energy so that the mechanical work of walking does 
not increase (Charteris et al. 1989; Heglund et al. 1995; Adolph et al. 2010). For 
example, it was found that women in Western Kenya developed new gait patterns 
to carry extraordinary loads. Women from villages around Bo most likely have 
developed these same efficient gait patterns, as a result of years of on-the-job 
training. The women walk fast, and although they are breathing heavily, they 
never seem to be in need to take up extra oxygen by changing from nose to 
mouth respiration.  
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The mechanism of this adapted gait pattern is far from clear. Heglund et al. 
(1995) as well as Cavagna et al. (2002) conducted a study on the energy saving 
gait mechanisms of African women carrying heavy loads, using a force platform. 
The results show that the African women are able to conserve a greater part of 
the mechanical energy resulting from an improved pendulum-like transfer of 
energy during each step. This means that African women are able to make better 
use of the energy transfer between gravitational potential energy and kinetic 
energy of the centre of mass of the body, so their own energy output can be 
lower. However, in this study the authors assumed that walk efficiency was un-
affected by load, which seems unlikely.  
Other observations made in earlier research include greater arm swing as well 
as hip rotation in comparison to the average European way of walking (Zorn 
2007). This is confirmed in my own data on head-supported carrying of heavy 
loads, as already shown in the pictures of the boy with the water bucket above. 
When analyzing videos 4 and 5, it can clearly be seen that the upper part of the 
body is very stable during the step, causing the head to be on the same height all 
the time. While during normal walking the whole body goes down when stepping 
and up when standing on one leg, creating a wave like motion when looking form 
aside, in the case of walking with head supported loads, the body does not seem 
to go up and down very much. Instead, the energy transfer seems to be con-
centrated more around the hips, rotating outwards during the stand phase. How 
this can be in line with the above mentioned energy saving gait mechanism, 
however, remains unclear. When the vertical motion of the centre of mass is 
minimized to increase the stability of the upper body, the transfer between the 
gravitational and kinetic energy will also be affected. Probably the extreme hip 
and shoulder rotation will play a role here. The opposite rotation of the lower and 
upper body might be capable of storing and releasing energy, an assumption also 
made by Zorn (2007).  
Some women, besides carrying wood, also carry a child. The child, tied in a 
sling on the mother’s back, will be carried this way until it can walk on its own, 
at around age 18 months or earlier. For the mother, this means another extra 
weight to carry. For example, a woman, 27 years old had a body weight about 69 
kg, and carried a load of 45 kg, in addition to a baby of 11 kg. In total, she 
carried 56 kg – about 81 percent of her own body weight! The extra load on the 
lower back will ensure a different balance of the body, placing the centre of mass 
a little backward, due to the weight of the child. More research is needed to 
analyze the consequences of these gargantuan loads on the walking mechanisms 
of these women. 
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                Pictures 2.23 – 2.26 Villagers carrying heavy loads on the head. 
 
Other performances in society  
During my stay in Bo, I witnessed a ‘coconut tree climber’ on several occasions. 
He visited the compound once in a while to climb the palms and cut down all the 
ripe coconuts. I was told that there is a specific group of people that know the 
techniques of coconut climbing. They keep this technique within their group by 
teaching sons how to climb from a very young age. Climbing coconut trees, on 
average about 10 meters high, requires good climbing skills. Most of the time, 
the climber will use a strong branch of another kind of palm, which he then 
wraps around the coconut tree and himself, binding the ends together with a rope. 
This strap is the only tool used to climb the tree, besides a knife that can be used 
to make the trunk of the tree rougher, in case it is too slippery for the climber’s 
bare feet, due to rain or moisture. When the trunk is dry, the climber walks up in 
a repetitive smooth motion, in which he alternately makes a step and then moves 
the strap a bit higher in order to make another step again. Although most of the 
tree climbers use the strap to support their body, I also witnessed someone 
climbing the tree without any tool, just using hands and feet. Clearly, this kind of 
skill needs to be practiced from very young age, like the other skills discussed in 
this chapter. Although I didn’t do any proper analysis of the acquisition of the 
tree climbing skill, it is a very nice example of how the environment (in this case 
rich in coconut palms) influences the skills people can acquire.  
 
2.23
2.25
2.24 
2.26 
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 Picture 2.27 A man climbing a coconut tree. 
 
 
It is not only movement patterns that are culture specific. Gestures as well as 
postures and other movement forms are also influenced by culture. ‘Human 
postural habits have anatomical and physiological limitations, but there are a 
great many choices, the determinants for which appear to be mostly culture’ 
(Hewes 1955: 231). An example of a culture specific body posture is the frog sit, 
as shown in Pictures 2.28 and 2.29. The frog sit is a very common body posture 
in Sierra Leone, and I saw many people sit like this when watching a football 
match. Adult men and women can sit in this position for the duration of the 
whole match. Children will imitate this and squat nearby.  
 
 
  
Pictures 2.28 & 2.29 Frog sit, an example of a postural habit  
 in Sierra Leone. 
 
 
These examples show how the social environment affects the skills that a 
person acquires. Being able to perform certain skills or body postures in turn 
reflects group membership. In fact, group membership is reflected in most all 
2.28 2.29 
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everyday movements (Adolph et al. 2010). Each society has its own special 
habits that need to be learned. The way these specific skills are learned will be 
the focus of the next section. 
Learning the skills 
Although some people think that carrying a heavy load on the head is something 
that all African people can do, it is clearly something that needs to be learned. 
Young children acquire the skill by trial and error. It is not taught by parents or 
other adults, but is learned by imitation of an elder brother or sister, as well as 
through discovery and repetitive practice of the skill. Most of the times boys and 
girls will come in small groups of three, four or more children to collect the 
water, all carrying their own bucket. The older and stronger children assist the 
younger ones in collecting the water and getting the bucket on their head. There 
are hardly any verbal instructions during this process. Older children help the 
younger children to explore their balance by assisting them with one hand while 
holding their own bucket with their other hand. This lack of verbal instructions 
was also noticed when analyzing the teaching of pounding. According to Adolph 
et al. (2010), adult women help children to discover the appropriate coordination 
by adapting their movements when pounding in synchrony and by tacitly 
modelling the most energy efficient body pattern. This was also mentioned by 
Bril (1986) in her study of the acquisition of pounding skill in Mali. She noticed 
that without explicit teaching, children master different gestural techniques when 
very young. The adult woman never interferes directly in the movement process 
itself. ‘She (the adult woman) will never make any comments on the movement 
itself; her only remarks are relative to the result of action’ (p. 319).  
The transmission process for movements thus has to do with imitation, ex-
ploration and adaptation, much more than explicit teaching. The child discovers 
by practice while the adult adapts so that the child can keep up with the pace. 
According to Bril (1986), the child needs to master different aspects of the adult 
pounding movement during the learning process. Four of the main aspects in the 
development of the movement are postural stability, the temporal components of 
the movement, the coordination of body segments and synchronization with a 
partner. The child discovers the optimal movement by practice and can use both 
visual and auditory feedback to guide her movement. Bril (1986) found that over 
years of practice, the need for visual and auditory feedback decreases. When I 
was capturing the girl and woman pounding the rice, the girl was able to look at 
me from time to time. This implies that she is not totally dependent upon visual 
information to guide her movements. Perhaps the audible information was 
enough for her to know whether the activity was going head correctly. Girls at 
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the age of three are already beginning to learn to pound (Adolph et al. 2010). 
Complete mastery of the skill requires years of practice, although it is hard to say 
exactly how long. In the study by Bril (1986), children at the age of five had 
mastered the phasing and coordination of body segments. However, postural 
stability is not completely mastered at seven or eight years. This last point can be 
confirmed by my own data of the girl pounding the rice. She still shifts her feet 
now or then to create a better base of support. Also, notice the other young girl in 
the pictures of the pounding activity, who is watching the girl and woman per-
forming the activity.  
The younger ones learn by watching carefully, by practice, and from the small 
adjustments made by the older participants. This is what Lave & Wenger (1991) 
call ‘legitimate peripheral participation’. Learners participate in activities within 
a community like pounding or fetching water. The mastery of these skills re-
quires learners to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of 
a community (Lave & Wenger 1991). In this practicing by doing, ‘participation 
(is) a way of learning, of both absorbing and being absorbed in the culture of 
practice’ (p. 95). An example of this is shown in the next series of pictures (video 
6). A group of four young girls just comes back from fetching water. The girl in 
the pink skirt is the eldest and she assists the younger ones with water collection. 
She supports her bucket with only one hand, while holding a calabash in the 
other hand. The smallest girl is just there to participate. She collected some 
water, but during her walk up to the road, spilled all of it. The big girl takes her 
calabash and decants some water from the bucket of the other girl to the bucket 
of the small girl (Pictures 2.36 – 2.41). She then assists the small girl with getting 
the bucket on her head (Pictures 2.42 – 2.47). The small girl can easily walk 
home without water, as she does not now bring any extra water, but she is 
‘brought back into the game’ by the older girl, showing indeed that participation 
means ‘being absorbed in the culture’. 
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Pictures 2.30 – 2.47 Four girls carrying buckets with water back to the  
 compound, showing how the oldest girl is guiding and  
 assisting the youngest girl. 
 
 
 
2.40 2.41
2.42 2.43
2.45
2.46 2.47
2.44
31 
 
Notice that the smallest girl in the pictures also has the widest bucket, and 
because of this and her inexperience has spoiled most of her water already. Also, 
a wider bucket in comparison to a high bucket makes the water to spin around a 
lot in reaction to the movements of the body, which results in even more 
spoiling. However, the learners still have to hold the bucket with two hands to 
prevent it from falling off their heads, which would not be possible if they were 
carrying a very high bucket. The older children support the bucket on their head 
with only one hand, and they are much more flexible and manoeuvrable than the 
less skilled children.  
The pictures above give a nice example of legitimate peripheral participation 
as well as child-to-child teaching. During the whole scene, no verbal instructions 
were given to the small girl. The oldest girl showed how to only by acting and 
assisting. The fact that the older girl can do a second task (assisting the small 
girl) without being disturbed in her first task (holding the heavy bucket) shows 
that she is a virtuoso of her art.  
Learning of motor skills consists of discovering an optimal organization of the 
movement (Schmidt & Lee 1988). Cultural practices influence what skills are 
learned, but culture also influences the discovery process. In the examples 
mentioned in this chapter, it is striking that there is an absence of verbal in-
structions. In fact, this seems to be true of all the everyday motor skills that 
children learn. There is complete absence of explicit instructions from adults. 
The instructions are made by way of subtle cues, some of which can be heard and 
others seen. The child will learn to be attentive to these cues in a natural way. 
Also, skills are acquired during play. For example, in the case of fetching water, 
Agawu (1995) noticed that girls together sometimes play a game on who can be 
the fastest without spilling a drop of water. It is these challenges that encourage 
the girls to increase the efficiency of the task; the fetching, the lifting and the 
walking. Besides, the children in these examples have a free access to the work-
ing place and tools that are used for certain skills, which reinforces the discovery 
process. Last, a lot of skills are learned from other children. This makes the 
learning process for certain skills plain sailing, while the child practices a lot in 
the periphery, supervised by other children.  
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Performances in football 
Looking at the game of football in Sierra Leone, no big differences are seen in 
comparison to football in Europe. Football is football. The game is the same all 
over the world. The purpose is to get the ball in the opponent’s net, and there are 
basic rules that define what is and what is not allowed in trying to reach the goal. 
And yet there are recognizable different styles of play – Argentinian, Brazilian, 
Italian, and so forth (Archetti 1999). When the match is the same in terms of 
rules and restrictions, these differences seem likely to derive from differences in 
the way the players train. Football certainly requires a lot of training; football 
players must operate within a highly dynamic and multi-dimensional situational 
context, requiring a very complex set of cognitive skills. Besides, a successful 
football player has to combine different performance traits, like acceleration 
capacity, speed, endurance, manoeuvrability, and jumping power (Van Damme 
& Wilson 2002). A football player thus needs to train the body as well as learn 
the more technical and tactical parts of the game. More than trying to understand 
the opponents, football is about trying to understand your own team members. 
Individual football skills, as well as performing as a team is what can make the 
difference, affecting the style of play. 
This chapter focuses on training routines, as encountered among teams in Bo, 
central Sierra Leone. These routines are analyzed for the light they might throw 
on the local style of play. One of the most distinctive aspects in the training of 
the teams in Bo is the way they accomplish their warming up. This chapter 
begins with a short description of the specific routines that form the warming up 
period for the football teams in Bo, making use of video data recorded during 
field research.  
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Warming up 
Playing after praying 
During the first semester of the aca-
demic year when the school football 
league is running, a lot of training fields 
in Bo are used for training of these 
school teams. Almost all the teams train 
every day in the morning or afternoon. 
The training continues for about two 
hours. Matches are held on the ‘Corona-
tion Field’ (the only sports stadium in 
Bo) every afternoon. One of the things to 
be accomplished before any training or 
match is the prayer. The prayer seems to 
be part of a routine that also includes the warming up. All the boys come together 
and form a circle; standing shoulder to shoulder, slightly bent forward, arms 
around each other’s waist. The coach or the team captain can then give some 
instructions. Then the players will all stand upright. Some of them (Christians) 
fold their hands, while others (Muslims) open their hands with the palms spread 
towards heaven. They pray. Christians and Muslims together. No matter which 
team, no matter when or where, all the teams have this short moment of attention 
and reflection. Whether this is convention, evidence of spiritual zeal, or some-
thing of practical value is unclear. Those inclined to credit prayer with practical 
efficacy can point out that this is a moment to focus, to trigger concentration. 
Performances might well be improved by such a moment of concentration. For 
example, a moment of reflection might improve reaction time, a very important 
factor for playing football (Williams & Hodges 2005). Only after the prayer can 
the training start.  
Rhythmic gymnastics 
After the prayer, the training continues with a warming up. This involves some 
activities to warm up muscles, elevate blood circulation and activate the body. A 
warming up can be done in all kinds of ways. In Bo, a lot of teams start their 
training with a specific warming up routine in which rhythm is an important 
aspect. An example of this is shown in videos 7 and 8 (see also Picture 3.2). The 
boys line up and start to run back and forth. After a while they start do some 
exercises together, like skipping, raising one knee as high as possible, or 
imitating the kicking or heading of the ball. These exercises are executed in one 
perfect synchronicity, implying an underlying rhythm. All players raise their 
knee at the same time and place their feet on the ground simultaneously. This 
  Picture 3.1  A football team praying 
  before training. 
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creates a beat loud enough to be heard by all the team members (and heard on the 
video as well). It is the sound of feet on the ground, augmented by the slap of 
hands on the legs, or finger snaps of all boys together. It is interesting to see how 
this rhythm becomes established and stable. One of the boys who determines the 
order of the exercises starts with one particular exercise. The others follow and 
after a couple of metres the movement of all the boys is fully synchronized, 
creating a perfect rhythm. 
 
 
 
Picture 3.2 A school football team performing its warming up  
 routine in perfect synchrony. 
 
 
Another example is shown in video 9, as well as in the next series of four 
pictures. The boys are standing in pairs in a long row, doing some exercise that 
involves hopping and raising a knee. First they are practicing this while standing 
still, but after a while they start to move forward. Also in this case a perfect 
synchrony is established, again creating a rhythm. This rhythmic exercise is al-
most like a dance. One-two-three, raise your left knee, one-two-three, raise your 
right knee. No one of the twenty boys seems to have any difficulty in doing this. 
The movement is quite challenging though, because it demands a good sense of 
rhythm and motor coordination between the limbs. Another important observa-
tion is the fact that almost all the boys manage to keep their bodies upright while 
doing this exercise, which requires a high tonus of the muscles around the waist. 
When raising one of the knees high up, almost automatically, the knee of the 
other leg will tend to bend, at which the hips will also go down and turn back-
wards. When the muscles around the belly and lower back are not activated, the  
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Pictures 3.3 – 3.6 A school football team performing  
 its warming up. 
3.3
3.4
3.5
3.6
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result of this hip movement is that the whole body slumps. The degree of 
‘falling’ with the hips can therefore indicate if a person is capable of using the 
muscles around the lower back and belly. The stronger the lower back muscles, 
as well as the muscles around the hip and waist, the more the person can prevent 
this slumping of the body. In order to make a good step, the hips have to stay 
high and straight. Especially during athletic performance, it is important to be 
light footed and flexible, which all starts with a perfect control of the muscles 
around the hips and upper body. The fact that these young football players can 
complete this exercise with ‘high hips’, indicates that they have very strong 
muscles at the back and around their waist, and that they are able to contract the 
right muscles at the right time.  
A comparable exercise is shown in videos 10 and video 11 (Pictures 3.7 and 
3.8). In both videos, a group of about sixteen boys is doing a series of various 
rhythmic exercises. In the last video the rhythm of the exercise is supported by 
the snapping of the fingers. Every time the boys turn their hips and kick to either 
the left or to the right, with respectively their left or right leg, they support this 
kick with a snap of the fingers, making the rhythm audible. The sound of their 
feet on the ground fills the other three quarters of each beat; one-two-three-kick 
right (snap fingers), one-two-three-kick left (snap fingers). The exercises are 
done in a very relaxed manner. Also, there seems to be consensus on the order of 
the exercises, indicating that it is routine for most of the boys.  
 
 
 
  
Pictures 3.7 & 3.8 A school football team performing its warming up. 
 
 
In video 12 we see the boys running back and forth between two lines. Al-
though this is only running, even in this exercise the steps of the boys more or 
less synchronize. The beat of the steps on the sandy field are audible, the sound 
probably reinforcing the synchrony further. 
 
3.7 3.8 
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Picture 3.9 Running in a uniform rhythm. 
 
The warming up of the football players in Bo is in contrast to the way Euro-
pean teams accomplish their warming up. In the European case, the warming up 
is more individualistic, and even if exercises are being done together as a team, 
standing in line practicing the same exercise, the rhythm is absent. Players may 
skip, but not in one uniform rhythm. Apparently, the rhythm is a unique aspect in 
the warming up of the school football teams in Bo, and has been noted among 
football teams throughout the whole of Africa. The use of these rhythmic 
exercises by football players raises all kinds of questions. Where do these 
exercises come from and could these rhythmic gymnastics exercises have an 
effect on the style of playing football in Africa or on coordinated team per-
formance? Furthermore, how do players learn these exercises?  
Rhythm is a complex phenomenon. It involves body movement and coor-
dination within one individual as well as between the people taking part in the 
activity. The rhythm in the exercises performed by the football players in Bo is 
the product of synchronized human movement. Because the sound of the rhythm 
is audible, the rhythm in itself reinforces the synchrony. Performing these 
activities in synchrony may reinforce social cohesion, which is a necessary 
characteristic of a team sport like football. It is rhythmic action that can probably 
be a basic mechanism for creating team spirit (Richards 2007b). Coordinated 
bodily actions can probably serve as mechanism of social cohesion. Group 
cohesion is one reason why soldiers march in step (MacNeill 1995). Doing 
activities in synchrony creates a bond, a sense of belonging to a group. Also, 
rhythm may have a positive influence on the organism in terms of motor be-
haviour and endurance. For example, it is possible that running in the same 
rhythm is experienced as being less tiring than running without a uniform 
rhythm. Anshel & Marisi (1978) conducted a study on the effect of synchronized  
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Pictures 3.10 – 3.19 A rhythmic warming up involving skip-ping, heel raising, 
 clapping and stretching (reading in two columns downwards). 
3.10 3.15
3.11 3.16
3.12
3.13
3.14
3.17
3.18
3.19
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and a-synchronized movement to music on the ability to endure a physical task, 
in this case a bicycle test. It was found that music, synchronized to physical 
movement, had a positive effect on the ability to endure the task. Although in this 
study the music was not produced by the movement itself, in both cases the 
movement was coordinated by an external (audible) rhythmical stimulus, and this 
may have some effect on physical endurance. ‘Music may prolong physical per-
formance because it inhibits of psychological feedback associated with physical 
exertion and fatigue’ (Anshel & Marisi 1978: 109). Rhythmic activities activate a 
cognitive system that makes us feel fine. It feels like the rhythm – an objective, 
external stimulus –  is taking over, controlling the movements we make. Indeed, 
rhythmic behavioural activities can lead to an altered state of consciousness, 
through which mutual trust is engendered (Freeman 1998). This can have a 
positive effect, as trust and predictability are important aspects of superior team 
performance within football. The individual will move freely in the field when he 
‘understands’ and ‘feels at one’ with other team players. No measures have yet 
been made on this observed activity, but it seems worthwhile to propose the 
hypothesis that performing rhythmic activities as a warming up may increase 
positive feelings associated with team coordination.  
Agawu (1995) designed a model to order the modes of rhythmic signification, 
which run from extremes of gesture and dance (stylized gesture). In between 
these limits come spoken word, vocal music and instrumental music. The model 
shows that in order to understand stylized gesture, one needs also to understand 
their origins in music, language and gesture. If we consider the rhythmic per-
formances of the football players as a form of stylized gesture, the origins of this 
performance may come from gestures and music outside the football arena. For 
example, the rhythmic warming up may have its base in instrumental drum mu-
sic. In a lot of African societies, drumming has a central place during festivities. 
Most often, it is the males who play drums, constantly adjusting their rhythm to 
the movements of the dancing females (at least in the more serious dances). The 
drumming is always conjoined with movements. Overt body movement is a 
prominent feature in the performance of many kinds of music in Africa (Baily 
1985). In African music the patterns of movement are in themselves a source of 
pleasure, with or without a sound. 
The rhythmic warming up probably also has some connection to African 
dance. In his book Masculinities – football, polo and the tango in Argentina, 
Archetti (1999) draws a line linking the Argentinian style of play in football and 
the tango, the most popular dance in Argentina. The practice of football and the 
tango constitute the popular social and symbolic worlds of Buenos Aires. ‘Men’s 
steps in the tango are like the dribbling of the best players of the epoch’ (p. 123). 
It would be interesting to see whether the specificity of the dance has any in-
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fluence on the style of play in football. Although dance is most often associated 
with females (and football with males), in both the tango and many ‘African’ 
dances, there is a role for the males as well. Especially recreational dances can be 
danced by both men and women. The challenge for the dancer within African 
music is ‘to correlate foot movement with a steady rhythm’ (Agawu 1995: 102). 
Dancing clearly is an important aspect of life in Sierra Leone. People will dance 
for every happening in life, be it a birth, a death, a marriage or a harvest. Emo-
tions are expressed by rhythmic movements. With rhythm being such an im-
portant part in the various dances, it is not a surprise to see it emerge as an 
important part of the training of football players as well. 
In the series of ten pictures on the previous page, which should be read in two 
columns of five pictures, vertically, the boys perform an exercise that involves 
raising the knees (skipping), raising the heels to the rump, hitting the upper legs 
with the hands and then raising the hands high up in the air. This creates a 
rhythm of the following kind:  skip-skip-step-step-heel-heel-step-step-hit-raise-
step-step. The boys are walking in one line and the movements are perfectly 
synchronized. They do not have to watch each other in order to perform in 
synchrony; they are guided by the sound of their feet on the ground and the slaps 
on their legs (see also videos 7 and 8). Taking a closer look at the rhythmic 
performance, we can identify a leader. One boy leads the group, and he decides 
which exercise is to be done, and determines the pace of the exercise. The others 
follow him. The boys are very disciplined; there is no shouting and everybody 
seems to follow the exercises. Although there is a leader, this leader uses no 
verbal comments to clarify the next exercise. He simply acts, and the others 
watch and follow. After the rhythmic exercises the boys continue with stretching 
of the muscles. The leader, or one of the other players, will stand in front of the 
group and determine what stretching exercises they will do. Every time this 
person changes the exercise, he will make sure everyone pays attention by clap-
ping his hands. One clap means change sides (e.g. change from stretching the left 
leg to stretching the right leg). Two claps means shift to a totally different exer-
cise. There is hardly any word spoken during the entire warming up routine. 
There are no verbal instructions and the boys keep quiet among themselves, 
indicating a strong discipline. When the rhythmic gymnastics and the stretching 
are finished, the coach takes over to start the actual football training.  
Training and factors affecting training 
The football training itself does have elements that are present in football training 
all over the world; these comprise exercises in groups to improve technical skills, 
some tactical position play, or just playing a football game in various ways. The 
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choice of activities depends on 
whether there is a coach, enough 
equipment on hand, and the num-
ber of boys. In Sierra Leone, 
equipment is a constant worry. 
Some teams only have one or two 
balls in poor condition (needing to 
be inflated every ten minutes). Due 
to lack of equipment, waiting is a 
big part of every training, and it is 
during this waiting time that the 
waiting boys carefully watch their 
companions in the field.  
‘We do press ups, we jog, we do technical training with lots of physical exercises’, a 
player explains (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 21/10/2008).  
The players certainly work hard, and train a lot; they look fit and strong. An 
aspect that was the same across all school teams was the punishment they got 
after a foul play, or when the opposing team scored a goal. In order to com-
pensate a certain habit, or just as punishment, the boys had to do some push-ups 
or squats.  
Football as a contact sport is often quite risky to play. But during the field-
work period there were no serious injuries as a result of football. Maybe this is 
part of the way they play and move in the field. The boys are very manoeuvrable 
and their skills in taking and holding the ball are very well developed. Archetti 
(1999) discusses the role of football in Argentinian society and the famous style 
of play of Argentinian football players, namely dribbling. He argues that this 
skill is learned in the empty urban spaces of Buenos Aires, with usually small 
and with uneven surfaces. ‘Playing with so many players on such a confined 
space, the only way to keep control of the ball was by becoming an inveterate 
dribbler’ (Archetti 1999: 180). The Argentinian football players play a game that 
is full of improvisation and freedom, related to the limited space in which they 
learn the game during childhood. There may be similar factors explaining the 
‘African style of play’. As described above, it is clear that rhythm is an important 
aspect of the football training of the teams in Bo. This can influence team spirit, 
as well as general coordination patterns of the players that may have an impact 
during the actual football game; motor capacity and perceptual processing make 
players able to make quick decisions during the game (see Chapter 5). The direct 
environment can also have an effect. One of the most obvious things is the 
playing surface on which the boys practice. Most fields are uneven and gravelly, 
which makes the movement of the ball sometimes unpredictable. It is therefore 
Picture 3.20 The pitch. 
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necessary to keep the ball close to the body and be very attentive to the stones 
and holes in the ground. This is not only in order to keep ball possession, but also 
in order to prevent any injuries. Pitches are bare, sandy fields with small stones, a 
rough gravelly terrain. That is the only reason why players still like to wear long 
socks covering their legs (instead of holding the shin pads); this protects their 
legs from the stones and the rough sand that flies around when they kick or run. 
Another aspect that probably affects 
the style of play is shoe wear. A lot of 
boys wear plastic, open shoes. Al-
though those shoes are not very suit-
able for playing football, it is basically 
the only option for them; real boots are 
too expensive. The plastic shoes at 
least give some grip on the gravel field, 
but when there is direct contact with 
the ball it is almost like playing bare 
foot. A direct touch with the ball will 
give the player a better feedback on the movement of the ball in relation to the 
movement of his foot; for example, on where to place his foot in order to kick the 
ball straight. The players from the ‘professional’ clubs do wear boots. Some wear 
plastic football shoes, and a few have second hand (worn) boots (Picture 3.21). 
While these players wear shoes, the small boys play bare foot or in slippers. 
Besides the playing field and shoe wear, the ball with which the boys play is 
another aspect that has to be taken into account. While some teams have good 
leather balls, others only practice with small and partly deflated balls. Sometimes 
the ball is more like a rag ball little more than a tennis ball in size.  
Playing field, footwear, and size of ball are all factors that influence the 
development of football skills. Besides, it is not only holes and stones that need 
to be avoided during the game, but also people crossing the pitch on their way 
home or to town, including women with goods on their head, men going to their 
work, and children with buckets filled with water. None of these visitors walks 
around the field; they just cross. The boys seem not to bother, they just continue 
playing. It does have influence on the style of play, however, since it adds to the 
complex situational context of the game. The fields can be very crowded as well, 
with a large number of football players competing for the same football. This 
crowding leads to competition for playing time and again may have an effect on 
the skills that the boys develop. This aspect was studied by Carlston (1983). In 
his study he links player styles and attitudes of basketball players to environ-
mental factors influencing playground settings, such as crowding and the pre-
sence of audiences. When learning to play within a crowded area, the player will 
       Picture 3.21 Football shoes. 
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develop skills that reflect the demands of competition. ‘Almost from the first 
time a player touches a basketball, someone else is trying to steal it, or block it, 
and the player needs to learn techniques to defend himself and the basketball 
from the ever present defense (…). Hence, the city player may be better able to 
maintain control of the basketball when attacked by a defender, and to learn to 
shoot while pressured’ (Carlston 1983: 35). A somehow similar situation is ap-
plicable to the football players in Bo. The number of boys competing to play, the 
minimal equipment available and the condition of the playing fields influences 
the skills the boys develop. All these factors require highly developed body 
coordination and control, as is also the case in the examples of physical culture 
mentioned in the previous chapter. It is exactly this aspect that African children 
in general seem to master, already at a very young age, in response to the 
physically challenging activities undertaken in daily life, as discussed in Chapter 
2. This link will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 
Learning of football skills 
Although there is quite some research on the physiological aspects of per-
formance in football, skill acquisition in football is a subject that has not yet 
received much attention from researchers. Therefore, coaching is still based on 
intuition and tradition (Williams & Hodges 2005). There is a general view on the 
skills that football players have to possess, such as acceleration capacity, coor-
dination, manoeuvrability, etc. Also, a football player has to be able to function 
in a team, and the tactical part of the game requires a player to have some 
cognitive skills as well. In the case of the footballers in Bo, there is obviously a 
‘tradition’ in training, of which the rhythmic warming up is the most notable 
example. As mentioned earlier, doing exercises in a uniform rhythm probably has 
a positive effect on team spirit. Besides, in football it is not only important to be 
skilful with the ball, but it is equally important to be flexible without the ball, 
with your body. Manoeuvrability and body control require good footwork, and 
the rhythmic exercises help activate that.  
According to the football players, they got their basic football skills by 
watching and imitating other football players. They copy skills from football 
players they see on TV or from their companions in the field.  
‘I watch several players, the styles that they use on the pitch, I implement them, I 
take the ball and practice, the styles that I like, the skills that I like, I implement what 
I’ve seen at the games’,  
said a player from the Ahmadiya school football team (Interview, Bo, Sierra 
Leone, 21/10/2008). Henry, Ronaldinho and Van Persie are among the inter- 
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Pictures 3.22 – 3.31 Small boys trying to imitate the rhythmic warming up  
 of the football players. 
 
 
national stars from whom they copy new skills. Mohamed Kallon is also very 
popular among the boys, the only player from Sierra Leone who gained recog-
nition playing at an international club level. According to some players skills are 
inborn and need to come out during practice.  
‘Also, when you play the ball, it is experience that tells you how to play’,  
one player admits (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 19/10/2008). Indeed, experience 
is very important when playing football. Most of the boys started to play at a 
very young age. Although this kind of practice is not organized and certainly not 
always guided by a coach, there is some innate discipline among the boys and 
their motivation to play does the rest. They play on every surface, with or with-
out shoes or slippers, with or without a proper ball, with or without enough 
space. These varied conditions are part of how they actually get their basic skills, 
and are perhaps more important factors than copying the televised movements of 
big players. Perhaps the key to acquiring football skill in Bo is continuous 
playing with the ball, in a complex, rapidly changing environment.  
Most of the playgrounds in Bo are surrounded by schools and lie within 
closely-packed residential areas. Many boys and girls on their way to school, 
coming back home, or during breaks, watch the training of a football team. When 
the schools have started, a group of non-school going children, as well as 
children who have dropped out of class for different reasons, collect at the side of 
the playground under a tree, discussing various issues. When the ball is kicked 
out during the play, all the small boys are eager to catch it and kick it back. Small 
boys watch the moves of the players, discuss them, and eventually try them. The 
warming up is imitated as well. An example of this is shown in the next series of 
3.30 3.31 
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pictures (see video 13). In this case a few small boys were imitating the warming 
up of a school team that I was filming. Initially, the small boys were interested in 
me, discussing whether or not I was filming the football players. But when the 
players started to execute their rhythmic movements, their attention shifted 
towards the players. In the series of pictures we see how one of the small boys is 
approaching the group of players, watching them carefully. Then he starts to 
imitate them. It is clear that the small boy is having difficulty with this. Initially, 
he fails, raising his knee at the wrong time, and making a hop that should not be 
there. He has not yet found the rhythm, and seems not to ‘understand’ the 
exercise. But he is improving, and after some time he successfully copies the 
movement. He is learning by doing. When the exercise gets more difficult, 
however, he fails completely. Later his taller (and probably older) friend also 
gives it a try (Picture 3.30), and he does better, succeeding with the difficult part 
of the exercise as well. The fact that the small boys initially fail to copy the 
exercise demonstrates that these warm-up skills need to be acquired like all other 
football skills. They are not inborn, but need to be learned and practiced. This is 
the same as the way small children learn how to carry a bucket with water on 
their head. Imitation and repetition is the key to understanding movement in both 
domains. 
The last picture in this series shows how the boys also imitate the stretching 
exercises displayed by the football players. They watch and try, in this case even 
participate, although one of the players chases them away when they come too 
close. Young boys learn from the older boys, and then start using this knowledge 
in their own training. It is not the stars from TV that are the most influential in 
the skills they acquire, but the football boys they see practicing in front of them. 
Another example of this is found in video 14. A group of boys is doing an 
exercise that they just saw from the football players of the school team. They 
organized themselves, using a tiny space at the edge of the sports field. Boys of 
different ages are practicing together, the older children taking the lead. 
Differences between teams 
Not all the teams in Bo do the rhythmic kind of warming up as discussed above. 
For example, there is a difference between the school teams and the professional 
teams in their approach to training. Bo has two professional clubs, the Bo 
Rangers and the Nepean Stars. Both teams make use of a European style of 
practice. They run a few laps on the field to get the muscles warm, after which 
there is some stretching or some sprinting exercises. There is no rhythmic per-
formance within their warming up routine. It is not that these boys do not know 
about the rhythmic exercises. All the footballers playing for either Bo Rangers or 
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Nepean Stars know the rhythmic warming up, since many are still in school, and 
even still play for their school teams, or have just left school. So it is the choice 
of the coaches to practice ‘European style’. The coaches of the Bo Rangers in 
fact make use of an English handbook for football, based on the way European 
footballers practice. One of the coaches of the Nepean Stars has visited countries 
outside Sierra Leone, where he witnessed teams practicing. These experiences 
apparently changed the club’s views on how to do a warm up.  
Another difference is found in the way the boys and girls do warming up. The 
girls make no use of the rhythmic style of warming up either. They limit their 
warming up to running a lap around the field, if they do a warming up at all. 
Football for girls is still very limited, and their training lacks continuity. If there 
is a coach, he will guide the girls, but the focus is mostly on how to kick a ball. It 
is very obvious that girls are not used to train their bodies in this way. Whereas 
they are strong and know how to control their bodies, this is not very apparent 
during the football training. I presume that many girls feel shy to exercise. Inte-
restingly though, some of the girls trained together with the boys, and sometimes 
joined the rhythmic exercises. When football for girls becomes better organized, 
it seems likely that they will pick up the rhythmic exercises as warming up 
routine, as this is what they see the boys doing when they cross the fields.  
 
 
 
Pictures 3.32 – 3.35 The amputee team during their warming up, creating a  
 rhythm with their crutches. 
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A team not yet mentioned, but of substantial importance within Sierra Leone, 
is the single leg amputee team.  
When I arrive on the training ground of the amputee team, the players are already 
busy getting ready. Leg prosthesis are being removed, football shoes being put on. 
The ones that are missing a hand or arm need someone to tie their shoe laces. When 
they are all on the field, I look at the benches. They are covered with clothes, shoes 
and prostheses. On the field the players are busy with their warming up. They run, 
with and without crutches. They hop, they sprint. Some of the players are very skilful 
with their crutches. I can clearly see a difference between the experienced and the 
beginners. One skill concerns the timing of putting the crutches in front of the player, 
involving a combination with the hop of the leg. After the warming up, I realize how 
difficult it is for them to stretch their leg. In fact, it is hardly possible. Stretching, 
therefore, is limited to some arm exercises. After this warm up, two teams are formed 
and they practice the game. Thirty minutes later the training is finished and all the 
players fall down upon the ground, completely exhausted. (Field notes, Bo, Sierra 
Leone, 22/11/2008) 
The single leg amputee footballers have developed their own way to do their 
warming up, and although there are quite some differences to the way ‘normal’ 
teams carry out warming up, rhythm is an important aspect here as well. This 
involves a rhythm of crutches and body, and rhythm between the players. During 
the warming up, the football players line up next to each other and then perform 
certain exercises together, like running back and forth with and without crutches. 
To be able to run with the two crutches requires quite some practice. Some of the 
players are very skilled in moving the crutches in relation to their own body 
movement. ‘The crutches are my power’, James Kainwo said. He was one of the 
players able to create a high running velocity with his crutches. When walking or 
running slowly, he uses his crutches and his leg as in normal walking, the 
crutches replacing the missing leg. This creates a rhythmic pattern of leg-crutch-
leg-crutch. However, when he starts sprinting he changes this pattern, adding a 
hop with his leg. The rhythm now is leg-leg-crutch-leg-leg-crutch. For new 
players this second pattern is challenging, and clearly needs to be learned. During 
the warming up this is practiced together in the same rhythm. Playing with one 
leg is an extremely challenging task for the body and requires an adapted balance 
and control of the body. Rhythmic exercises are used here as well, as a means to 
learn to control the body as well as to create team spirit and understanding. 
 
  
4 
Rhythm and the body 
It’s early in the morning, and the boys are getting ready to start their training. While 
the boys do their warming up, the villagers arrive. Mostly women. They carry big 
loads on their heads and cross the football field. This is where they meet, every 
morning –  the footballers and the villagers. Both groups are busy with their own 
training; daily routines that demand a lot of their physical capabilities. The villagers 
have almost completed the five miles to the centre of Bo, where they will sell their 
goods; the boys have just started their warming up. Two hours later, when the 
training is about to finish, the women cross again on their way back to the village. 
They will meet again tomorrow. (Field notes, Bo, Sierra Leone, 09/11/2008) 
In the previous chapters specific techniques of the body executed in the daily 
life of the people in and around Bo, as well as the training routines of the football 
players in the same city, have been described. Sometimes, these have been 
referred to as performances, given that a performance is an ‘activity of a given 
participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the 
other participants’ (Goffman 1959: 26). So, a performance always has a goal that 
includes influencing others within the range of activity. This is exactly what 
happens during the rhythmic warming up of the football players, or when a group 
of children is fetching water. A leader or an older child will perform actions 
according to a fixed pattern, which in turn will be followed by the others in the 
group. Repetition is an important aspect of a performance, and can be a basis for 
establishing a social relationship between the participants; the repetitive nature of 
activities can stir collective feelings and reinforce group membership. Remember 
it has been suggested that doing activities in synchrony brings about a change in 
state of consciousness, increasing trust and understanding between the partici-
pants (Freeman 1998). Even the villagers walking in a group to Bo every day, or 
50 
 
the children learning to carry buckets on their head, perform as a group, creating 
a social bond between them. There is a mutual focus of attention and a shared 
mood which make participants feel they are members of a group (Collins 2004).   
The activities described in the previous chapter can also be classified as 
routines. A routine is a skill acquired by custom or habit, but it can also be called 
‘a pre-established pattern of action which is unfolded during a performance and 
which may be presented or played through on other occasions’ (Goffman 1959: 
27). Routines have to do with how we use our bodies in relation to the 
environment. Also, a routine is repetitive in nature. A routine has a fixed pattern, 
or rhythm of actions. The execution of these actions constitutes the routine. 
Durkheim already mentioned the importance of actions within rituals. In his book 
The elementary forms of religious life he describes how individual minds can 
only meet by means of movement. ‘It is the homogeneity of these movements 
that makes the group aware of itself and that, in consequence, makes it be’ 
(Durkheim [1912] 1995: 232). Once movements become stereotyped, they serve 
to symbolize the corresponding representations. This, according to Bellah, means 
that ritual is prior to belief and gives rise to it. Collective beliefs arise from the 
homogeneous physical movements that constitute the ritual (Bellah 2005). This 
also applies to routines, whether it is the warming up routines of the football 
players or the routines involved in the pounding of rice; the synchronized 
physical movements trigger social feelings, feelings of collectivity.  
A great part of our mundane daily life consists of routines. Routines structure 
our daily life and give meaning to the activities we do. For example, pounding is 
an important part of daily work in Africa, a routine activity that structures the 
day; every meal has to start with the pounding of the ingredients. The frequency 
of pounding as a customary activity during the day is dependent upon the time of 
the year. During harvest time, the activity will be executed more frequently than 
during the time of the year when land is being sown. Besides, pounding as an 
activity is also characterized by a certain rhythm. It consists of the repetition of a 
fixed pattern of movements, organized by time; every phase of the movement 
constitutes a fixed part of the time, resulting in the rhythm of the action. Routines 
are always characterized by a certain rhythm of action. Rhythmic movements are 
thus an important part of the routine, but the routine in itself can also be part of a 
larger rhythm in society, like the rhythm of calendar time (Agawu 1995). The 
periodicity or rhythm of life is therefore made up from the rhythms of the body. 
The importance of rhythms in routines and vice versa will be the focus of this 
chapter. 
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Rhythm as a mechanism 
An important aspect of the warming up of the football players, as well as in some 
of the activities performed in daily life, is rhythm. Rhythm for humans is ex-
tremely important. We all live according to a certain rhythm and our bodies 
function on the basis of a clear biological rhythm, according to the alternations of 
the natural environment, like day and night and seasonal rhythms. Rhythm is 
important for our movements, and rhythm can energize groups. There are for 
example many different forms of locomotion, but they are all characterized by 
rhythmicity (Ferrandez & Pailhous 1986). Rhythmicity is what gives locomotor 
automatism its regularity. And as we have seen in the previous chapter, rhythm 
can also be used to energize the football players. Thus, rhythm can structure a 
movement or activity and it can also be a mechanism to create an altered state of 
consciousness between the people involved in the activity. Although there is an 
infinite set of rhythms, that includes everything from the cosmic periodicity of 
seasonal change to the localized rhythms of drum music (Agawu 1995), rhythm 
is specifically embodied (Pirani 2005). 
Rhythm not only structures a movement, it can also be tool when learning 
specific skills (Mauss [1934] 1973). Especially when the rhythm is both visual 
and audible, it can assist the execution of the movement. The presence of rhythm 
may facilitate learning and endurance of a physical task. The examples in the 
previous chapters show that children need to learn this rhythm. The more the 
child will be exposed to rhythmic expressions, the more the child will understand 
the rhythm and record it in the physical memory. In the case of the little girl 
pounding the rice, there is the rhythm of her own body (the breathing, the rising 
and lowering of the pestle by her arms and the supporting movement of her legs), 
and the rhythm of the pestle (or in this case pestles) in the mortar. Pounding with 
a second person implies the need to synchronize one’s own movement with the 
movement of the other person. In the study by Bril (1986) on the acquisition of 
pounding skills by children in Mali, she found that this synchronization leads the 
child to modify her rhythm in comparison to when the child is pounding alone. 
The sound of the pestles in the mortar can assist in this process of synchro-
nization. A stable rhythm means a good synchronization. A deviant rhythm or the 
sound of pestles touching indicates that the timing of the synchronization of the 
movements of both participants has to change. Agawu (1995) noticed that master 
pounders (of yam) even vary the rhythm of the pestles in the mortar. One of the 
pounders takes on an improvisatory role while the other pounder keeps a steady 
pace. Doing activities in synchrony, like pounding with one or more persons, or 
during the rhythmic warming up, there is a need to react to external elements, 
that is, there is need to anticipate the movement of the other. Rhythm can assist 
in this anticipation. Bernstein (in Latash & Turvey 1996) already mentioned that 
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movements are not the building blocks of action; instead, the control of 
movements is a consequence action development. Or, as Roux et al. (1995) 
explains: ‘What must be learnt is not the movement per se (…), but the optimal 
adaptation to the environment’ (p. 80). In this learning process, rhythm offers a 
method to lay the focus on the action, instead of on the movement, and this is 
exactly how masters guide learners during the execution of the skill. During her 
research on the acquisition of the pounding skill, Bril (1986) noticed that the 
‘masters’ only give some remarks relative to the result of action. The master 
teaches by giving the learner the opportunity to ‘get back in the rhythm’ over and 
over again. The master pounder can adjust the timing of her movement in such a 
way that the learner is ‘in the rhythm’. In that way, there is no explicit teaching 
necessary for the children to master different gestural techniques; it is the rhythm 
that guides the learning process. This is confirmed in a study of Beisman (1967), 
who investigated the effect of rhythmic accompaniment upon the learning of 
some fundamental motor skills, like jumping and balancing. It was found that 
rhythmic support during the execution of the motor skill produced more im-
provement in performance at the elementary grade level than practice without 
this rhythmic accompaniment.  
As already mentioned in the previous chapter, rhythm can also be a mecha-
nism to create social bonding. Music and singing shapes group identity (Freeman 
1998). In video 15 rhythm and singing are combined during a warming up which 
involves running around the field (see also Pictures 4.1 and 4.2). This creates a 
march-like running, in which every-
one (except the last couple) runs in 
the same rhythm, which sets the pace 
of the song. According to Freeman 
(1998) the strongest basis for coope-
ration lies in rhythmically repeated 
motions, because they are 
predictable by others, and others can 
thereby anticipate and move in 
accord with their expectations. The 
rhythmic performance of the football 
players in this research clearly 
structures the warming up. Its 
repetitive nature makes it relatively 
easy for the boys to know what is 
coming next. The fact that rhythmic 
behavioural activities can lead to an 
altered state of consciousness, 
Pictures 4.1 & 4.2 Running and singing. 
4.1 
4.2 
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thereby engendering mutual trust and predictability, is also one of the 
mechanisms used within armed groups. Singing and dancing is often used within 
the army (MacNeill 1995) and was also found to be of importance for RUF 
fighters in Sierra Leone (Richards 2007b), increasing solidarity between the 
fighters. In Sierra Leone, just recovering from more than a decade of civil war, 
understanding the ‘rhythm’ of the combatants was a key to survival for either the 
civilians as well as the fighters themselves. This was studied by Richards 
(2007b), who suggests that peace and war are products of the same musical 
mechanism. He explains that ‘(…) when the parties begin (as it were) to dance to 
a single tune, progress towards peace seems possible’ (p. 71). The children that 
were once part of the fighting groups, performing according to a routine, are now 
part of the football teams that also perform according to a routine. Indeed, team 
sport such as football can be called forms of ritualized combat –  ‘actions and 
reactions that are carefully choreographed toward symbolic goals’ (Freeman 
1998: 8). Music and dance have close relatives in these sports, instilling powerful 
feelings of identity. Synchronized performance routines can thus create new 
forms of group identity and social bonding. 
Rhythm and village life 
The general importance of rhythm 
in the lives of Africans was studied 
by Agawu (1995). He describes 
how rhythms are produced and con-
sumed by the members of a village 
in the northern part of Ghana 
(northern Ewe society). In his 
description it becomes clear that 
rhythm is a way to order society, to 
organize. ‘Order emanates from 
repetition, and it is from doing the same thing over and over again that the 
Northern Ewe find meaning in life’ (Agawu 1995: 23). The Northern Ewe may 
be said to express themselves rhythmically; there is a rhythmic organization in 
the Northern Ewe culture. Rhythm is an important aspect of village life in Sierra 
Leone as well. Agriculture is a main activity for people in the village. The 
different seasons of the year structure the activities involved. For example, at the 
time fieldwork was undertaken in villages around Bo, it was mid October, the 
time when the rice is being harvested. When the women were back from Bo, they 
were getting ready to go to the field. The whole afternoon they spent on 
harvesting the rice, with a knife, panicle by panicle. Handfuls were tied together 
Picture 4.3 Villagers harvesting rice. 
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into bundles for initial storage and drying in the farm hut. Although the activity 
itself is not very tough or difficult (I was able to assist them using the same 
technique), the activity is important for the village. People are happy, because 
this time of the year brings plenty of food to eat. Villagers assist with harvesting 
on each other’s farm, which reinforces the social bond. From May to June to the 
end of the rice harvest in November the life of the farm household centres around 
the ‘kpowa’ (the farm hut) (Richards 1986: 67). The meals are prepared and 
taken here and most of the daytime is spent in and around this hut. The farm hut 
is also the place where the villagers trample the rice with the feet (Picture 4.4). 
During dry season, from December till April, when the rice is being harvested, 
the villagers are busy with garden-
ing. When rainy season starts 
again, they will get the fields 
ready for seeding. Village life thus 
has a clear rhythm, the rhythm of 
the day and the year correspond-
ing to the rhythm of the seasons. 
Depending on the time of the year, 
the day is spent in the field plant-
ing, weeding or harvesting. Cycli-
cal regulation comes from the sea-
sonal patterns of planting and harvesting, ‘a macro-level rhythmic activity that 
defines agriculture as a kind of performance’ (Agawu 1995: 25). Rhythm some-
times is literally used during seeding of the land. Richards (1986) found that 
during ploughing (April to June), the work is carried out to drumming provided 
by a three-piece band led by a player of kele, a tuned slit-drum. The music spurs 
on the work, making sure the work pace will increase.  
Also the more basic household activities are done in a specific order, a routine 
that results in a certain rhythm. Early in the morning, there is a lot of activity. 
Boys sweep the compounds, girls walk to the wells to fetch water. As Agawu 
(1995) notices in his description of the rhythms of a Northern Ewe society in 
Ghana, sweeping the ground invites a rhythmicization of the brushing action of 
the broom. This results in a swept ground showing ‘a continues pattern of semi-
circular shapes formed by the action of brooms on sand and stones’ (p. 11). 
There is some cooking in the morning, which involves sounds of pots and pans 
and some grinding or chopping. Chicken are released from their base for the 
night and start to spread over the compound, filling the air with their twittering. 
Depending on the time of the year, people will be busy in the swamps. For 
example, in September I frequently woke up by the sound of someone clapping 
and shouting ‘héy, héy, héy’, which would be repeated during a great part of the 
Picture 4.4 Trampling rice with the feet. 
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day. I learned that this clapping and shouting was to chase the birds from the 
swamps, where during that time the rice was coming out of its stem. After these 
early morning activities, people start to get ready for their work, children put on 
their school uniforms and run to their schools. A few minutes later, the national 
anthem can be heard, sung by pupils from any primary school. By that time the 
football players have already started their training, and it is only the sound of the 
national anthem that makes them cease for a moment. While the sounds in and 
around the compounds will then tend to decrease, the noise in town increases 
enormously, especially in the marketplace.  
When the children come back from school, they eat something and relax a bit, 
before they turn to their daily tasks of fetching water or doing some laundry. 
Later in the afternoon, I could hear the sound of wood being cut up in pieces in 
order to make a fire for cooking. The sound of pestles on mortars was mostly 
heard in the late afternoon, and according to Agawu (1995), the pounding sounds 
can even convey what is being cooked. Although I was unable to learn this 
distinction during my stay, I really got used to the sound of the pestle in the 
mortar and it became a familiar sound that only attracted my attention when it 
was absent on some days. In the evening after dinner, the families gather outside. 
In villages, this is the time that stories will be told. In Bo, people will use this 
time to have discussions or just to relax. Children try to do their schoolwork. A 
rhythm that adds to all this, is the rhythm of religion. Being a country of both 
Muslims and Christians, there are frequent calls for prayers during the day, 
merging with other rhythms of day and night, together creating a rhythmic 
soundscape for the area.  
Rhythm and functioning of the body 
In this last section on rhythm, I will focus on rhythm and the body’s functioning, 
by which I mean that our bodies adapt and function according to our local habits; 
local knowledge and behaviour on factors like energy and strength will influence 
the bodies functioning. Football players as well as villagers have their own 
knowledge about how to stay fit and healthy. They have their own rhythms or 
daily routines governing their body functions, including daily activities and food 
intake. 
The rhythmic gymnastics during the warming up of the school teams can be 
seen as a performance in itself, or as part of a routine to get ready for a per-
formance, in this case training or playing a match. In fact, all activities that the 
football players exhibit can be treated as part of a routine, like the changing of 
the slippers for socks and boots, or putting on sports kit. Another important 
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aspect in preparation is concentration. The prayer before the start of any training 
or match is a good way to become focused. As several players told me:  
‘football is played with the mind; it is all about concentration and following the 
instructions of the mind.’  
While the mind needs to judge, the body has to work. Again according to one 
player,  
‘it is the mind that communicates with you and your opponent, and your body will 
respond according to the mind. The body can fake your opponent, while your mind 
can’t.’  
Or, as another player put it,  
‘whenever you play football and your opponent wants to pass or kick the ball, the 
mind will tell you what to do. You need your mind and body to balance the skills’ 
(Interviews, Bo, Sierra Leone, October 2008).  
Mind and body thus need to be ready, in terms of concentration and action. In 
addition, the body needs to have enough energy to perform. 
Football players seem to be aware of what their body needs in order to play a 
match. They know that the body needs energy from food to train or play, but they 
are also aware that it is necessary to replace lost energy after training or a match.  
‘At any time you have to perform, you have to eat, if you want to perform well, you 
must eat.’  
For a lot of players this is quite a challenge. Most football players eat nothing 
before they train. They drink some water and go the field. They try to eat after 
they finished training, but for some of them (29 out of 167 players sampled) the 
first and only meal will only be somewhere in the afternoon.  
‘It is very difficult to get all the required food that is necessary for players’,  
one football player says.  
‘In the morning before any training, I only take water’,  
is the common answer to the question concerning what they take before training 
(Interviews, Bo, Sierra Leone, September/October 2008). It is quite remarkable 
that they can perform on only water. The climate is either hot and humid (rainy 
season) or hot and dry (dry season). In both cases players lose a considerable 
amount of fluid just by exercising (and sweating) in these conditions. Without 
any proper water system in Bo, it can be a challenge to get water during training. 
Some coaches make arrangements with someone to bring water in small plastic 
bags. For example, the coaches of Bo Rangers had their own boy to provide 
water during and after any training. This boy, about twelve years old and not 
attending school, arrives on the field every day the Bo Rangers train, pushing an 
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old wheelbarrow with a picnic box full of small water bags. Every player is 
allowed to take one or two bags, containing about 300 ml each. That is all they 
get during the training. 
The people from the village also hardly take any fluid during the day. The 
consumption of fluid is limited to water and their own-prepared palm wine. In 
the conversations I had with some of the men and women from villages around 
Bo, I found out that they don’t eat anything, or a very small amount (a handful of 
plain rice) before they leave for Bo. This means they perform in the early 
morning with an empty stomach. They will only eat when they are back in the 
village. The common food they will eat is rice. Rice definitely is the staple in 
Sierra Leone. There are a lot of different African rice varieties that people will 
eat from mid September, when the first rice is harvested and sold. During the 
rainy season imported white rice is the main staple in urban areas such as Bo. At 
the beginning of dry season, everyone eats as much rice as they can. Many prefer 
African (red) rice or local rough (Asian) rice. This leads to increase in body 
weight. During the mid-rainy season the rice is finished, and food intake de-
creases. The imported white rice becomes daily food for those who can afford it. 
Others turn to cassava and even wild yams as hungry season foods. Some 
villagers hardly eat rice at all during this time. The hungry season is at its most 
intense in July and August, during which time some villagers noticeably lose 
weight (Richards 1986). The longer term rhythms of the body are in this way 
synchronized to the rhythms of the seasons and the corresponding cycle of agri-
cultural practices. 
The villagers prefer their own rice. According to them, it gives them more 
energy; one meal of African rice will give enough energy to work for a whole 
day, they claim. This would not be possible on one meal of white imported rice. 
This is also what the football players told me. Almost all the boys had a clear 
preference for native rice for reasons that had to do with the heaviness of the 
food. ‘It is heavy’, ‘it lasts long in the stomach’ or ‘it makes you healthy and 
strong’, were common answers. ‘When you have to perform, eat the native rice’, 
is a general belief among the footballing boys. It is very interesting that they 
want their body to be feeling heavy during a match. Only one boy said he 
preferred light food, because it would make him feel light in the field. Others, 
however, said that in order to play a match you need to be heavy. Even more 
interesting was their body language in trying to express their feelings about the 
nutritional value of the different rice varieties. Gbongowe (the name for a group 
of varieties common around Bo) was said to be heavy, the answer supported by 
clenching fists and raising the elbows a bit, making them look broad-shouldered, 
heavy, strong, and someone not easy to push aside in the field. African rice 
indeed is heavy rice, in the sense that it gives very long lasting energy (Linares 
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2002). Therefore, it also takes some time to digest, the football players explain. 
According to the players you should rest for a while after having eaten this native 
rice before going to the pitch to play, answers ranging from waiting for thirty 
minutes to two to three hours:  
‘We can eat it like one or two hours before we go out to play, to prevent fatigue 
during the play’ (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 04/10/2008).  
Edible substances are thus classified according to how they will affect the 
body, not only in terms of heaviness, but also in terms of health. For example, a 
player said:  
‘I prefer the native rice, because any time I take it, it keeps me physically fit, it is 
good for my health’ (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 21/09/2008).  
Apparently, their body functions best after taking a good meal, which is a 
meal of rice and sauce for most of the boys. This is what they prefer to eat when 
they prepare for a training or match, but as I already mentioned, for most of the 
boys this is not what they actually get. Neither the footballers nor the villagers 
eat before they start their ‘training’. They are able to accomplish heavy exercises 
without any food in their stomach. Apparently, their bodies are adapted to this 
rhythm. Most of the players, like the villagers, live according to a fixed routine.  
‘Before I come to the training, I do a long jog, when I come to the field I do press 
ups and other exercises, then we train a long time. After the game I go home and rest, 
I prepare food. If I can find rice I will cook rice, but mostly I will eat beans and 
cassava. That will give me more energy to play the game, because you can’t play 
football if you don’t have weight and energy to play the game’ (Interview, Bo, Sierra 
Leone, 02/11/2008).  
It is probably this sense of routine or rhythm that keeps them going, despite 
the difficulties with finding enough food. Routines provide the energy to go on, 
and in that sense routines of practice might not only be of importance for a 
community, but also for an individual and his or her body rhythm.  
 
  
5 
Body development  
and motor control 
Culture affects the way we move. Many motor actions are explicitly shaped by 
cultural practices (Adolph et al. 2010). As mentioned above, culture can have an 
effect on the shape of the developmental trajectory or on the endpoint of 
development. In previous chapters it has been shown that culture indeed affects 
what skills children acquire and the way these skills are acquired. The social and 
physical environment offers opportunities, but also restrictions. With the ap-
propriate environmental support and social encouragement, children can be 
trained for an amazing array of activities and body techniques. Basic education in 
these techniques consists of adaptation of the body to their deployment (Mauss 
[1934] 1973). This chapter will take a closer look at this adaptation; it will focus 
on the physical consequences of practicing these culture-specific motor skills, 
and emphasise body posture, balance, strength and endurance, and motor coor-
dination. It will be shown that culture literally shapes the body. Children practice, 
they train through doing, and the activities they practice have an influence on 
their bodies, their physical strength and their subsequent motor skills.  
Body posture 
In addition to rhythmic aspects of the warming up of the football players, other 
significant observations were made concerning the body posture of the boys 
when practicing these activities. All the boys walk and run with ‘high hips’, by 
which I mean that they are able to keep their whole body perfectly straight during 
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the movement. This requires a well developed musculature of the torso. With 
ages ranging from 15 till 18, these players seem to be strong and manage to do 
quite challenging exercises with a perfectly controlled body posture. In general, 
all the children observed in this study walked with straight backs, as can be seen 
in Pictures 5.1 and 5.3. One of the possible factors influencing this body posture 
is the physically challenging task of carrying heavy loads on the head, a task that 
every child in this environment can do without any problems. The effect of this 
on body posture has to do with the development of the muscles of the upper 
body, especially those around the vertebral column. All the children show a very 
developed musculature of the back. When looking at their backs, we see that the 
backbone lies very deep; it is surrounded by developed muscles (see Picture 5.7). 
Also, a look from the side shows a very strong curvature at the lumbar and sacral 
part of the vertebral column. It is as though the hip joint is bent forward slightly, 
while the upper part of the trunk is very straight.  
In analyzing body posture and balance we can make use of stick figure 
models. Looking at the body, we can try to locate the position of the main joints 
like the shoulder, hip, knee and ankle joint and mark them with a dot. Connecting 
these points with straight lines, representing the bones, can give a clear picture of 
the actual body posture. The backbone though, is more complicated to draw, 
given that this bone isn’t a straight structure, but incorporates some curves (see 
Figure 5.6).  
Shown above are four pictures with stick figures representing two different 
phases during a walking movement (Pictures and Figures 5.1 – 5.4). In the first 
two pictures, the girl is making a step with her left foot, standing in a double 
support phase of the walk movement, with and without a load on the head. In the 
other two pictures, the girl is standing on her left leg, while her right leg is in the 
middle of the swing phase. The stick figures show that in all cases, the backbone 
has a strong lumbar curvature. Additionally, in both phases of the movement, the 
upper part of the backbone is curled backwards more strongly in the cases with 
the load than without the load. From the shoulders to the head, the backbone is 
straight again (not shown in these figures). My assumption is that the inertia of 
the load requires the upper part of the backbone to ‘stay behind’. Imagine that if 
you move your head too fast, the bucket will slip off due to the inertia of the 
load. So your head and the upper part of the backbone need to be straight under 
the bucket. In order to accelerate and decelerate the extra load the lower part of 
the backbone has to be flexible. 
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Pictures 5.1 – 5.4 A girl walking with and without a heavy  
 load on her head.  
Figures 5.1 – 5.4  Stick figures.  
 
5.4
5.2
5.3
5.1
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Walking with a load of about 40 or more percent of your own body weight 
certainly has consequences on body posture. Envisage carrying a fully packed 
backpack on the back. You will want to adapt to this extra weight by changing 
body posture. Also, you will move differently and your breathing is restricted a 
bit by the pulling of the load on your back. Although there is a difference be-
tween carrying a heavy load on the back and carrying this load on the head, the 
consequences are comparable. The biggest difference between these two is the 
effect of the load on the centre of gravity of the body. In the case of carrying a 
heavy load on the back, the centre of gravity moves backward. In order to 
maintain our balance, we move our trunk slightly forward; we bend our hip joint. 
The whole upper body is leaning a bit forward to compensate for the load on the 
back. In the case of carrying a heavy load on the head, the centre of gravity is 
moved upward (see Figure 5.5). What might be the consequence of this effect? 
Most likely, we will try to stabilize not only our legs, as we always do when we 
are standing, making small adjustments with our leg muscles to maintain body 
posture and balance, but we will seek to stabilize the lower part of our upper 
body. The back and leg muscles have to work harder to keep dynamic balance 
and the muscles in the belly have to work to get the extra weight into motion. 
This means that we have to contract the trunk muscles; this includes the small 
muscles around the lower part of the backbone as well as the deep muscles in the 
abdomen. Also, when carrying a load on the head it is necessary to fix the upper 
part of the upper body in order to balance the load. The cervical and thoracic 
parts of the backbone are thus fixed. Besides, the load will push on the backbone, 
resulting in an even stronger curvature at the sacral and lumbar part. An example 
of this is shown in video 16 (see also 
Picture 5.5). In the video a small boy is 
standing with a pile of wood on his 
head. The upper part of his backbone 
is very straight, as is his head. The 
lower part of his backbone shows a 
strong curvature. The girl pounding 
also has this curvature of the back-
bone, as can be seen in Picture 5.6. At 
this moment she is stretching her body 
and we can clearly see the strong cur-
vature of the lumbar part of the back-
bone, indicating that this part of the 
backbone is very flexible. 
 
Figure 5.5 Centre of gravity of the body
 (blue dot) is moving upward
 when carrying a heavy load 
 on the head. 
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Balance 
Look again at the video of the boy with the package of wood on his head. The 
boy is waiting. While he is standing still he constantly has to balance the load by 
making small adjustments with his upper body; his neck muscles and the lower 
back muscles. Balance, or postural stability, is another aspect of importance here. 
The previous chapters have already briefly mentioned the role of balance in the 
performance of these kinds of tasks. Posture is the basis of movement and there-
fore postural control can be seen as a foundation for the accurate execution of 
voluntary tasks, which is often ignored in studies on the acquisition of motor 
skills (Woollacott 1986). Any motor activity includes the control of the actual 
movement (transport system) as well as the control to keep the balance (posture-
preserving system). Making a movement can disturb the upright posture and may 
even put off the balance of the body. For example, during pounding it is 
important to create a firm base of support in order not to be disturbed by the 
movements of the body and heavy pestle. In the case of walking with a heavy 
load on the head, the importance of keeping the balance is obvious. Balance is 
thus an integral part of every movement, from sitting to walking to performing 
technical tasks. A good control over the centre of gravity of the body will affect 
the performance in a positive way. Acquiring a good postural stability seems to 
demand a lot of practice, as was shown in the study of Bril (1986). She con-
              Picture 5.5 A boy carrying a package of wood.  
              Figure 5.6  A stick figure of this boy, showing a strong  
 curvature of the backbone. 
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cluded that postural stability during pounding was 
not completely mastered at seven or eight years of 
age. By that time most of the girls had already 
practiced the skill for about four to five years. 
Effective balance control for the young child is thus 
an important part of the foundation upon which the 
emergence of normal, skilful, and efficient move-
ment or motor behaviour proceeds (Williams et al. 
1986). Balance control is mostly an automatic skill. 
Research on voluntary motor coordination in adults 
shows that postural muscles are automatically ac-
tivated prior to the prime mover muscle. In that way, 
the balance of the body will not be disturbed. If it is 
right that a good control of the postural muscles 
leads to better voluntary motor coordination, it is 
reasonable to assume that children practicing activi-
ties that activate postural muscles will also develop a 
good voluntary motor coordination.  
Postural responses appear to develop in a specific 
order, with neck muscle responses appearing first at 
four months of age, followed by trunk muscle responses and leg muscle res-
ponses (Woollacott 1986). In addition, it has been shown that postural responses 
in adults activate ankle joint muscles, as well as trunk and neck muscles 
(Woollacott 1986). Thus, the neck muscles remain important for balance control 
in adults. As can be seen in the pictures, the neck muscles are very important for 
carrying heavy loads on the head. Pictures 5.7 and 5.8 show that these muscles 
are highly active during these activities. With the neck muscles being such an 
important factor for balance control of the body, it would be interesting to know 
if the training of these neck muscles, e.g. when children perform these highly 
physical tasks, can have a positive effect on balance control.   
Children in Sierra Leone (and throughout much of rural tropical Africa, a 
region lacking in beasts of burden or any significant mechanization) practice 
many essential physical tasks from an early age that especially trigger their 
control of balance, and stimulate their neck and back muscles. The possible 
consequence of this is that these children develop a good balance control, and 
this in turn has positive effects on their voluntary muscle coordination. In short, it 
seems most likely that the training of the body when Sierra Leonean children 
execute their daily activities has a positive influence on their general voluntary 
motor coordination. 
  Picture 5.6 
  A girl pounding rice,  
  showing the curvature  
  of the backbone. 
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Strength and endurance 
In the course of daily activities such as pounding rice or walking with a heavy 
load the physical condition of the children is highly challenged. A visible con-
sequence of this is the muscularity and strength of children in general. Their legs 
are strong and the muscles of the arms and shoulders are very much developed. 
All children who can carry heavy loads on their head have strong neck muscles, 
the most visible being the Trapezius muscle. This muscle stabilizes the head and 
load, and is also important in balance control (see previous subsection). Looking 
again at the back of the girl who is pounding the rice in Picture 5.8, we can 
clearly see the Trapezius muscle, as well as other superficial muscles that cover 
the back. This well-developed musculature indicates that this girl commands a lot 
of power.  
Tasks like pounding will have effects similar to other resistance training exer-
cises (exercises in which the body has to work in order to overcome a certain 
resistance, thus increasing strength, power and muscular endurance); there is 
neural adaptation that will result in strength gains. Also, this will probably lead to 
better muscle control, on which the next subsection elaborates. 
At one moment on the video of the girl pounding the rice, we can hear her 
breathing heavily. She is working towards the upper end of her physical capacity 
and starts to breathe at a faster pace to get enough oxygen. Her muscles are 
generating heat and the girl starts to sweat to lose this extra heat. She is (in 
effect) training her body just like football players train their bodies. She is build-
ing physical capacity, or endurance. After several years of practice the girl can 
continue doing this exercise for a long time, which demonstrates that she is used 
to it. Apparently, her energy expenditure when doing this activity has become 
very efficient. This also holds true for children carrying heavy loads. Their 
bodies get used to the activity. As they grow older, their bodies will be shaped by 
this ‘training’, i.e. the muscles responsible for balancing the load (the muscles of 
the neck) will get stronger than when they would be without carrying such loads 
daily. At first the child will breathe and sweat heavily and get very tired from this 
activity. She will need both arms to support the load on her head, which will 
affect the space of the lungs when breathing. Body posture can significantly 
influence respiratory activities under both rest and exercise conditions (Li et al. 
2003). The body posture while walking with a heavy load on the head supported 
by the arms, like the boy in Picture 5.7, will restrict inspiration. Breathing is 
tough and the energy cost of inspiration increases. But after some practice, it 
ceases to cost as much energy as before. The child’s body has become habituated 
to the exercise. Most research on the relation between energy expenditure and 
head-supported loads has been done on adult women in East Africa (Maloiy et al. 
1986; Heglund et al. 1995). The conclusion of these studies is that there is no 
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extra energy expenditure involved in carrying a load up to 20 percent of body 
weight. This figure can probably be applied to these children in Sierra Leone. 
The efficiency of performance to a large extent determines the duration of 
continuation of the movement. The more practice, the better the endurance and 
the more efficient the movement will be. 
 
     
 
Pictures 5.7 & 5.8 Back musculature of a boy carrying a bucket with water  
 on his head and a girl pounding rice, clearly showing  
 the Trapezius muscle, responsible for balance control. 
Motor coordination  
Another consequence of performing highly physical tasks on a daily basis has to 
do with muscle control, or coordination. A coordinated, skilful movement means 
that the person knows the precise ordering of the spatial-temporal motor events, 
i.e. the person has his or her body parts in the right place at the right time. It is 
known that African children have a superior motor capacity in comparison to 
children in Europe and America (DiNucci 1975; Super 1976). Although the 
reason for this is far from definite, involving discussion of the influence of genes 
as well as environment, it is clear that environment influences how, and how fast, 
certain motor skills develop. Environment in this case can be the physical as well 
as social environment in which the child is growing up. Environment certainly 
determines whether certain motor skills are developed or not, and practicing 
certain specific motor skills probably influences coordination patterns in general. 
Also, there is some kind of cross over effect, in the sense that the learning effects 
of the skill required passes over to other skills.  
M. Trapezius 
5.7 5.8 
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A lot of mature forms of fundamental motor tasks are already present when 
the child is about six years old. Stimulating the body before that age by per-
forming activities which involve the whole body, will influence the maturation of 
the neural and muscular systems. In Africa, children at the age of three already 
start to learn culture specific technical activities like pounding rice or carrying 
heavy loads. I suggest that the locomotor skills of African children are more 
general influenced by the acquisition of these specific skills. These activities are 
comparable with some resistance training exercises that result in strength gains 
due to an improved motor skill coordination. Also, carrying heavy loads on the 
head might influence spinal development of children whose skeleton is not yet 
mature. As discussed above, the stimulation of the muscles that are responsible 
for balance, probably accelerate other coordination skills, which would be one of 
the reasons why African children tend to have superior motor capacity.  
Daily life thus can affect the pattern of motor development (Super 1976). In 
addition, specific child rearing practices can influence the development of basic 
motor actions. For example, riding in a sling on the hip or back of an active adult 
provides vestibular, visual, and proprioceptive stimulation (Adolph et al. 2010). 
Carrying also facilitates the development of muscle strength and coordination, 
because infants must continually adjust their postures to the movements of the 
caregiver (Adolph et al. 2010). Other routines, like massage, and facilitating 
sitting or walking, can also influence the early developments of particular skills. 
This probably leads to quicker neurological development. Another important 
aspect in this discussion concerns the child-to-child rearing practices so common 
in African society. A child is not only slung on the back of the mother, but also 
on the back of older sisters of the child, or on the back of a friend of the big 
sister. As soon as the child is big enough to assist its big sister (or brother) with 
household activities, it is drawn into these activities, as a form of ‘legitimate 
peripheral participation’ (see Chapter 2). There are hardly any restrictions on the 
child’s movement opportunities, and there are always ‘teachers’ around. This 
probably affects the stimulation of the body, which in turn affects coordination 
patterns of the body. 
In this discussion I also briefly want to mention nutritional status as an im-
portant factor influencing body development and motor coordination. Although 
there are few statistics and little recent published research on the general 
nutritional status of children in Sierra Leone, it is likely that in such a poor 
country many children in Sierra Leone lack enough food and probably suffer 
from malnutrition. Nutritional status is often found to have a significant influence 
on body development and body size. Children reared under marginal nutritional 
circumstances are generally shorter and lighter than their better nourished peers 
(Martorell et al. 1979). This could have an effect on absolute strength, and as a 
68 
 
consequence also influence motor coordination. Also, malnutrition will probably 
limit the child’s gross motor activity, influencing motor development. However, 
research on the possible negative effects of malnutrition on motor development 
show a range of different results (Meeks Gardner & Grantham-McGregor 1994). 
Although it seems clear that malnutrition will have a negative effect on physical 
growth, this does not always have consequences for physical performance. In a 
study by Nhantumbo et al. (2008) it was found that differences in height and 
weight due to a different nutritional status did not limit the physical activity 
levels of children and adolescents in rural Mozambique. In fact, reduced body 
size may possibly result in superior functional efficiency (Malina et al. 1987). 
Besides, the fact that several studies find accelerated developments among 
African infants living in poverty with poor nutrition, sanitation and medical care, 
when compared with more privileged Western infants, raises more questions than 
it answers about the complex factors that influence motor development (Adolph 
et al. 2010).  
Athletic performance 
Now that we have discussed the possible consequences of the physical activities 
children undertake in daily life, I want to try to link these effects to the issue of 
athletic capacity. As mentioned in the introduction, people from West Africa tend 
to be very good athletes. Is it possible, then, that their locomotor capacity is 
positively influenced by the activities they do in daily life? Is it possible that the 
physical challenges of daily life in West Africa contribute to their athletic capa-
bilities? Athletic performance foremost demands a good control of the body, and 
it seems that children in Africa are particularly good at that. As mentioned in 
Chapter 3, football requires good cognitive skills as well, in order to understand 
the complex situational context of the game. All those factors require highly 
developed body coordination and control, but also quick decision making capa-
bilities and short reaction times. The footballer displays a total ‘body intelligence 
and ability’ that goes beyond the mind-body dichotomy that divides the mental 
from the physical.  
The African athletic aptitude has been issue of debate ever since scientific 
interest in high performance athletic exertion began at the end of the nineteenth 
century (Hoberman 2004). It has been mainly a discussion on the influence of 
genes and culture on locomotor performance. Especially the domination of black 
runners, both in sprinting and in endurance exercise, is a topic that has received 
quite some attention. The geographical variation in running performance within 
Africa, with top sprinters coming from West Africa and long distance runners 
coming from East Africa, offers nice grounds for speculating on the possible 
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interaction between genetic and environmental factors as the cause of this 
difference. 
Genetic factors will probably play a role. Nevertheless, despite a growing 
body of opinion suggesting that genetic variation does influence athletic per-
formance, there is still no hard molecular evidence to say African athletes have a 
genetic advantage for physical performance (Scott & Pitsiladis 2006). It is thus 
still within the scope of valid hypothesis formation to argue that the athletic 
capability of Sierra Leonean children reflects a complex phenotypical advantage, 
incorporating ‘advantageous’ reactions to environmental stimuli. Doubtless the 
“extended phenotype” of African athletes embodies physiological mechanisms, 
and some of these may influence reproductive success. For example, Weston et 
al. (1999) found that East African runners exhibit greater lactate accumulation 
and can perform on a higher percentage of their maximum oxygen uptake than 
Caucasian runners. The adapted gait pattern of women in Kenya is another 
example. Such adaptations can only be established after years of training. When 
any such adaptation is strong enough, and important for survival, it might 
influence fitness via its effect on reproductive success. But in order to understand 
any such process, much more research will be needed. For the present, it is clear 
though, that environment plays a part in determining group differences in phy-
sique, and that body composition and physique, resulting from environmental 
challenges, may in turn be related to athletic performance, fitness, strength and 
freedom from injury (Himes 1988). It is at least reasonable to argue that there is 
an indirect relation between the environment in which a person grows up and 
athletic performance potential.  
As discussed above, the physical activities of African children in daily life, 
will affect body composition and physique. Still, it is very hard to draw any 
direct conclusions about links between the physical tasks performed in daily life 
and athletic performance. The physical tasks that young children carry out in 
daily life undoubtedly influence motor skill development, but it is very unlikely 
that this is the only factor accounting for athletic aptitude among West Africans. 
Although 70 percent of the top international athletes in the 100 m sprint event 
trace ancestry to West Africa (Van Damme & Wilson 2002) it is very unlikely 
that those born outside the region had the same physical challenges during 
childhood as here described for children in Sierra Leone. Also, the physical 
challenges experienced by West African children are probably quite similar to 
those experienced by children over much of East Africa. Fetching water and 
carrying water filled buckets to the compound on the head, as well as pounding 
and other techniques of farming and food processing are carried out by children 
throughout the whole of sub-Saharan Africa. Therefore, it is unlikely that these 
alone would explain the striking statistic about West African sprint capability. 
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Conceivably, however, these mundane physical activities influence body control 
or other factors that are later important in unlocking performance potentials, 
where other predisposing factors are also present.  
 
 
      
              Pictures 5.9 & 5.10 Boys playing football. 
 
 
These other factors may include social and psychological factors (Hamilton 
2000). As discussed in Chapter 3, factors such as the state of the playing surface, 
shoe wear (or the lack of proper shoes) and size of the ball also have effects on 
schooling football skills. Genetics and environment might reinforce and reshape 
each other, but as shown, social and physical environments certainly influence 
the techniques of the body, which in turn influence athletic capability. Therefore, 
in the discussion on the question why people from Africa are such good athletes, 
the focus should not be on possible genetic factors alone, but also consider the 
effect of culture and environment on emergence of body skills and control. This 
might one day be open to some kind of experimental verification, but for the 
present an anthropological approach –  in which participation shapes the re-
searcher’s understanding of the nature of embodied skill – seems to hold open the 
best possibilities of progress in understanding two issues: why West African 
children who survive early childhood disease have such physically well-devel-
oped and robust bodies, and why highly talented football players are among West 
African region’s most outstanding exports. 
 
5.9 5.10 
  
6 
The body and society 
After discussion on the social origins of culture specific motor skills among 
Sierra Leoneans, on culture specific rhythmic warming up in Sierra Leonean 
football, on the importance of rhythm in both mundane daily life and sports, and 
on the physical consequences of the culture specific activities on the techniques 
of the body of children growing up within Sierra Leone, this last chapter will 
focus on physical culture within a changing society. Physical culture constantly 
changes through the interaction of local and global forces. New tools will change 
bodily action, technical developments will change local habits. Routines and 
cultural practices can thus be influenced and changed. The repetition of routines 
gives assurance of the known and familiar while at the same time providing a 
platform to react on new and unexpected events, thereby contributing to the 
constant interpretation and reinterpretation of culture (Agawu 1995). In Africa 
more widely and in Sierra Leone in particular, a significant disturbance of 
routines in the last decades has come from the spread of war. A civil war in 
Sierra Leone started in 1991 and was finally declared at an end in 2002, based on 
a peace accord between the rebel Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone 
(RUF) and the government of President Alhaji Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, leader of 
the Sierra Leone Peoples Party (SLPP). In a decade of insurgency violence ebbed 
and flowed, and citizens became victims of brutal atrocities. In addition, many 
children were involved in fighting, as youth soldiers for the government army, 
government allied militia or the rebels. The impact of this war can still be seen 
and felt. For some, the effect is inscribed in their bodies through various 
mutilations. These are the visible victims. They embody the war.  
Violence, warfare, fear and terror are social phenomena that alter or question 
social rationalities that previously structured peoples’ lives (Henry 2006). There 
is a sudden disruption of the routine fabric of everyday life. In the war in Sierra 
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Leone, one strategy of combatants was a concern to control people, terrorizing 
them through dramatic and symbolic violence of the body (Henry 2006). During 
violent times, the body plays a key role in the creative processes shaping culture 
and experience. If humans embody their culture – as past, present and future – 
this also applies to the periods of larger disruption such as war, affecting the way 
people move, and the techniques of the body they use in order to fit in with a new 
situation. Yet, despite these interferences, many local habits remain stronger than 
the new forces emanating from the disturbing system. Indigenous modes of 
performance remain an important repertoire enabling people to stand and react to 
disturbing events. This chapter will focus on the effect of those disturbing forces 
upon the body, and on how the techniques of the body and changing routines 
were shaped by the war. I discuss the role of football as a routine for war-
affected boys and give some attention to the topic of amputee football, and what 
this means for players, and their role within society. 
Football during and after the war 
Five young men are sitting in front of me on a wooden bench. Five guys who have 
just been playing a football game. They sweat and their breath is still a bit elevated. 
They seem to be fit and healthy. When I introduce myself and tell them what I’m 
here for, they look at me, curious, but also a bit shy. I want to ask them questions 
about several things, all related to football and about training the body and keeping 
fit. While my research assistant translates my story, they slowly change their shoes 
and socks for their slippers. They wipe off the sweat on their face and remove the 
sand on their legs with their socks (if they have any). Water in small plastic bags 
passes around. They put the water bags on their mouth, bite a small hole in it and 
finish it in a few big swigs. I make sure they all see my voice recorder and ask them 
if they are fine with that. They nod. The first question is about their motivation to 
play football. This is an easy question for them. As the first boy answers, the eyes of 
all the boys light up with hope and excitement. ‘I like the game, too much’ or ‘I want 
to be like Ronaldinho’ are common answers. Most of them started to play football as 
small boys. They were encouraged by their friends or father. For some of them foot-
ball is more important than education. They want football as a career. They hope 
they can make money out of it. Some of them already get some small amount of 
money when occasionally they are asked to play for a very good team. They want to 
go abroad, they want to play in Europe, for Manchester United or Arsenal. Some say 
they want to represent their country in football. It is their dream, and although I know 
that for most of them this dream will never come true, they probably need this dream. 
It keeps them going. 
I move on to the last question for this session. It is a question about the war. Did 
they also play football during the war and how did the war affect them? The 
atmosphere changes. The boys become very serious. While each of the boys tells his 
personal story, there is a strange silence among the other boys. A sign of respect for 
the boy who is now telling his story. Respect for the lost ones. Everyone is reflecting, 
is thinking back. I’m getting five different answers this time. Their peaceful life was 
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ruthlessly disrupted. The five young and healthy boys all turn out to carry ‘heavy 
loads’. One boy is an orphan. His mother, father, brother and sister were killed 
during the war. Another boy also lost some family members. Two boys were injured 
and show me big scars on their upper legs. The last boy tells his story about fleeing 
the country and being a refugee in Guinea. They tell me about how football helped 
them during and after the war. It is clear that their teammates are like family to them, 
their coach is not only their football coach; he is also the one that encourages them to 
continue, with football, with life. (Field notes, Bo, Sierra Leone, 19/10/2008 and 
02/11/2008) 
While football in Sierra Leone before the war flourished, the structure of the 
game suffered a setback during the war; pitches were destroyed, competition 
ceased, equipment was stolen or destroyed, and players left the game. Never-
theless, there was still some football. One player told me about the annual gala in 
Bo, a football festival in which the major teams played against each other. 
According to this player, it was only football that could bring people together 
during the war. That was the only time it was relatively safe to cluster. During 
these matches, people would forget about what was going on in the country for a 
while. When there was football, the weapons ceased their firing. Also, there were 
matches between the soldiers and some football players, or even between fight-
ing groups. But, ‘you made sure you didn’t win’, one of these football players 
explained to me; ‘winning was dangerous, so you always let the rebels win.’ 
Football clearly continued to be valued as more important than fighting (for 
the moment). Apparently, football has the power literally to stop fighting, 
although in this case it was only for a short moment. Football can make life 
normal again, it is a ‘neutral item of cultural common property’ (Richards 1997: 
149), unspoilt by war or other disturbances. This is also one of the reasons why 
football can be an interesting resource for peace-making projects. Indeed, foot-
ball was used in rehabilitation programmes for ex-fighters in Sierra Leone. It 
helped the individual to experiment with the reconstruction of his or her social 
identity. As mentioned above, there were many child soldiers involved in the 
war. Most of them are today in their early twenties, and still trying to get their 
lives back on track. As young fighters, brought up by the RUF or army, they had 
few social assets. Running football competitions in the camp was one way to 
build their sociological capacity (Richards 1997). It also helped some to reshape 
their views on their so-called enemies. Views about the monstrous ‘other’ they 
had to fight changed when they suddenly found the ‘other’ in the same team. 
Besides, football offers a neutral space where ex-fighters and society at large can 
meet and explore new ways of mutual understanding. Richards (1997) has argued 
that because football is so easily understood and potentially emptied of prior cul-
tural or symbolic content that it is well set up to be an effective medium for the 
forging of cooperative skills from scratch.  
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Sports can thus be a very good means to an end, as an instrument for reinte-
gration, for rehabilitation and for exploring on new ways of social understanding 
among former enemies. As Richards (1997) explains in his article on soccer and 
social rehabilitation in Sierra Leone: ‘The advantage of soccer is not just its 
general popularity, but also that as a cheap and universal team sport it has a 
social character without specific social reference’ (p. 149). Everybody can be-
come part of the game, no matter who you are. In this neutral space new relations 
and perspectives can emerge, and there is room for change (see for example 
Armstrong 2002). This applies to the former child soldier as much as to the 
amputee. 
From the interviews I did with current football players it is clear that the war 
had and still has a huge impact on the lives of these players. This impact is 
sometimes felt in terms of small issues, like the loss of a sports kit, but most of 
the times it is about more serious issues, reflecting a change in future perspec-
tives and priorities. One of the boys told me that before the war football was his 
top priority, and that made him and his parents have some arguments at times. 
The war greatly affected his views on what is important in life. Now the war is 
over he focuses more on education. Football is second priority. In other cases the 
war also had deep impact, like the story at the beginning of this section. Injuries 
resulting in big scars can still be very painful and a constant unwelcome reminder 
of the war. Grief for lost ones, or memories about fleeing and leaving everything 
behind, soon well up. Football for these boys is more than just a game. It helps 
them forget about the war. It gives them hope, relief, friendship and more good 
things besides. As the description above shows, the boys are very much moti-
vated to play football because they dream of playing for a European club. In his 
book Masculinities – football, polo and the tango in Argentina, Archetti (1999) 
argues that football gives players an opportunity to escape from fate – the fate of 
class or race – and construct their own successful biographies in an open arena. 
Indeed, it makes the players forget about their poor living conditions, their past 
and their future. Football offers them a means to escape from reality, to live in 
their dreams for a short moment. Besides these mainly psychological effects, 
football can also have a physical advantage. It makes them feel fit and their 
physical fitness can, for example, lessen the pain of a scar. ‘When I stop training 
for a while, I feel pain in the bone’, a player said (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 
02/11/2008). 
The regular training also structures their lives and gives them an opportunity 
to participate in a team again. In that way football can be a means to becoming a 
member of a mixed and complex society after a period of disruption.  
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Amputee football 
People became amputees during the war through their limbs being damaged in 
fighting or through being caught by various fighting groups who used amputation 
as a means of punishing and terrorizing civilian populations. Single leg amputee 
football came to Sierra Leone in the later stages of the war, introduced in Free-
town (the capital) by foreign aid workers. Thereafter it became rapidly very 
popular among amputee men. Samba Koroma was one of the first men involved 
in amputee football. He describes how he was introduced to the game.  
‘When I was discharged (from hospital, where his wounded leg had been amputated), 
I decided to go back home, but we were advised to stay. So I stayed in Freetown until 
January 6 (1999), when there was the invasion (attack by the rebels) and we all 
moved to the camp run by Red Cross Canada. In the camp a friend, who was also 
amputee, came to me with an expatriate. It was a woman from Norway, who intro-
duced the football game. She sponsored an amputee team in Norway and wanted us 
to start something like that’ (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 21/11/2008).   
This woman already persuaded Samba Koroma that playing football was 
better for him than sitting alone, thinking about his situation. ‘When you sit 
alone’, Samba tells, ‘people will not recognize you.’  
Samba joined the single leg amputee team and scored the first goal during a 
match a year after the team had started to practice. Later, he moved back to Bo, 
where at that time they were about to start another amputee team. When some 
players in Bo first heard about single leg amputee football they didn’t believe it 
was possible.  
‘When they came to implement the single leg amputee football club, I started to 
wonder, how can I play with only one leg?’  
one of the players told me.  
‘One day the captain of the team met me and explained about the amputee football 
team. But I said, how can I play football?’ another player explained to me (Inter-
views, Bo, Sierra Leone, November 2008).  
But indeed, it is possible, with two good crutches and a football. As discussed 
in Chapter 3, playing football with these crutches requires quite some practice 
and is very tiring. Training is more or less thirty minutes, while a match is 25 
minutes in total. When I was attending a training of the amputee football players 
in Bo, I noticed that at the end of the training the players were receiving water, 
some money to pay for their transport back home and some medication. One of 
the players explained that these were painkillers. They all need painkillers after 
the training. ‘No training without medical provision’, one commented. Some of 
them even need special treatment to relieve the pain, like a massage or a hot bath. 
The players obviously need to take special care of their body.  
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Pictures 6.1 & 6.2 Amputee football. 
 
The importance of football for these boys and men is enormous:  
‘It brings back their human dignity. They experience their bodies as something 
positive again, something light that can be handled’,  
the manager said to me. Some of them were ashamed and never came outside 
before they were invited to come to play football.  
‘When I was not playing football, the environment where I was living was looking 
very low upon me, but as for now they have recognized me as a relevant person in 
the environment, because they know I can now do something better than before’,  
one of the amputee players told me (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 29/11/2008). 
Recognition –  being seen as a capable person able to do something for the 
community –  is also reflected in the statement of Samba Koroma, showing that 
football is apparently a means to regain social recognition.  
The guilty body? 
The amputee players are very much aware of their role within society. ‘When the 
people see us, they are reminded about the war’, the manager of the team says. 
He is missing both his legs, but manages to walk with prosthesis. I understand 
that their role is a bit dubious. On the one hand, looking at their bodies reminds 
people about the war. It probably evokes bad memories. On the other hand, it 
also reminds people about the importance of peace. The bodies of the amputee 
shout out loud ‘Sierra Leoneans, this never again, please keep the peace’. People 
feel sorry for them. Like one of the football players of the (able bodied) semi-
professional All Stars team told me:  
‘Some people in this war, they lost (a) foot, they lost (a) hand, when they come and 
watch how we play ball, they feel bad, because they can’t play (the way) they want 
to play. When I see them, I thank God I’m still strong’ (Interview, Bo, Sierra Leone, 
19/10/2008).  
6.1 6.2
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This boy, who lost his family during the war, gains further confidence when 
he sees the amputees. He is relieved. Although he lost a lot during the war, he 
still has his own undamaged body. When people are confronted with an amputee, 
bad memories can be triggered, but also more positive emotions. In comparison 
to these amputees, they are better off, and not all is lost for them. 
For the amputees, it works the other way around, as one of the players com-
mented:  
‘Even at home, I don’t remember my problem, it is only when I am outside on the 
streets that (it) makes me remember.’  
So, it is the staring of the outside world that makes them remember their 
situation. In their own environment they become used to their bodies and how to 
manage all sorts of activities. It is not that they forget about being an amputee, 
since they are confronted with it all the time, but looking at their own bodies 
does not immediately start to provoke bad memories anymore. Going out in the 
city, they are reminded again about their status. They embody the war. It is im-
possible to see whether someone is an orphan, but missing a leg or arm is visible 
for everyone.  
During the interviews I noticed that the players had different ways to express 
their being an amputee. They call it ‘my problem’, ‘my condition’, or ‘this situ-
ation’. For example the team captain stated:  
‘The time I got this problem I was 27 years. I had a woman, but when the problem 
happened, the woman left me. During that time I sat and wondered, it is because of 
my problem that I lost my woman. One time I sat and thought, I have something to 
offer to this nation, if I would not have anything to do for this nation, I would not be 
alive right now. So in 2003 when they came to implement this single leg amputee 
football club (…), we started to practice.’  
Most of the players seem to have accepted their situation and I wondered if 
football helped with this acceptation process. In the case of the team captain, he 
found peace in his situation by reflection, after which he decided not to sit down 
and do nothing, but to go outside and play football and do something for the 
community. In other cases, it was literally the manager or another player pulling 
the amputee out of his house.  
‘I was ashamed of my problem, I was ashamed of myself to come out, even to my 
brothers (amputees), even at Sundays to go to church I was ashamed of my 
condition.’  
Shame tied this person down inside, but when he was introduced to the am-
putee football game, he slowly lost his feelings of shame. Several factors can 
influence this process of acceptation, such as their age when they lost a part of 
their body, the way this happened, and their personality. The youngest player, 
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only 16 years old, missing one of his legs since the age of 10, still struggles with 
his problem as he says:  
‘But even now, even though I’m in this kind of situation, I appreciate it because that 
was what God meant for me. I remember the war really though, especially when I see 
my companions in school, riding bicycles and taking part in these sport games, I 
normally feel bad over myself.’  
Thus, on the one hand he has accepted his situation as the will of God, but on 
the other hand he still feels bad when he sees his companions play. He is re-
minded about things he cannot do, and he watches them having fun in which he 
cannot participate. Playing amputee football clearly makes him feel better:  
‘When I play the ball, it gives me courage.’  
He has his own game now, together with his amputee ‘brothers’. Playing foot-
ball in general makes them feel better, because it makes them forget about their 
being an amputee.  
‘During the play I don’t remember my problem, except when I fall down, then I 
remember my problem again, but when I play I remember nothing, football makes 
me forget, when I play football I don’t remember anything’,  
another player explains. Also, it makes them forget about the war.  
‘I can remember the war when I am not playing, but as long as I am playing the 
game, I don’t remember the war.’  
It is interesting that some refer to forgetting about their problem when playing 
football, while others refer to forgetting about the war. This might illustrate that 
they relate their body to the war. When playing football, they are focused on the 
game, there is no focus on their body that reminds them about the war. Their 
body is linked to the war, and as explained above, this is confirmed by the social 
environment. Football breaks this link, which suggests that it is not only neces-
sary for the amputees themselves to play football, but it can equally be good for 
other people to see them playing football; when people see these men playing 
football, they start to look at their harmed bodies in a new way, separated from 
thoughts about the war. This in turn helps society to move on. As one player 
nicely explains:  
‘Before the war I was a footballer, but during the war changes have come in my life. 
Before the war I was very active, now I am not so active anymore because one part 
of my body is already damaged. Some time ago I was very lonesome and isolated, 
when my friends (amputee family) came together and discussed about football, to be 
active in the community. We thought: How can we play football as amputees? It was 
difficult to play football, but we organized ourselves. The community neglected us 
first, but now because of football they are coming closer, the loneliness has turned 
into happiness. Before, they (the amputees) sat and thought about the war, now we 
have started to forget. We had been moving (away) from the community because of 
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the defect, we were shy. Now we have come out, we are part of the community, we 
(have) come together to play as a team’ (Interviews amputee football team, Bo, 
Sierra Leone, November 2008). 
The body and society 
This is James Kainwo, 22 years old, football player. He is watching a football 
training of the All Stars, a team playing for the second division in Sierra Leone. As 
one of the players kicks the ball out of the lines in our direction, James quickly takes 
his crutch and hops to the ball. He kicks it back with his right foot, skillfully timing 
the kick, keeping the balance on his crutch. He returns with a big smile. ‘I used to 
play with my left foot’, he says, ‘I was a left wing player, so when I got this problem 
I had to learn how to kick with right’. ‘Well, you know how to kick with right’, I say, 
indicating his perfect kick towards the goalkeeper. James is missing the lower part of 
his left leg. It was amputated during the war when he was hit by an escaped bullet.1 
He was 10 years old at that time. He is from Pujehun, a small town in the southern 
part of Sierra Leone. The war brought him to Bo. He was attending school when the 
rebels came and attacked Pujehun. He lost his father during this attack. His mother is 
still alive, as is his brother. They still live in the village, so he is the only one of his 
family here in Bo. I observe him while he is watching the game. He is standing with 
folded arms. His left leg is laying on the grip of his crutch. My research assistant 
asks him about his ‘problem’. ‘You don’t want to get prosthesis?’ he asks him. James 
explains that he tried, but that it was very painful. He doesn’t like it, he is fine with 
the way it is now. Indeed, he doesn’t seem to be hindered too much by his condition. 
He can move freely and is very skilful with the crutch. After a short talk he says he 
has to leave. I shake his hand. He turns and hops away, full speed. Right leg, a hop, 
right leg, crutch, right leg, a hop, right leg, crutch. In a few seconds he is gone. (Field 
notes, Bo, Sierra Leone, 21/11/2008) 
The previous description of the amputees within society clearly demonstrates 
that the body is a strong means to communicate, as well as a tool to cope with 
new situations. In the case of war and violence, ‘bodies are a place where identity 
and meaning can be actively reconfigured into socially and personally acceptable 
ways for understanding, coping and creatively managing trauma’ (Henry 2006: 
391). Football can influence this process in a positive way. It offers amputees a 
way of handling their affected body and finding new ways of approaching their 
body. The amputees had to learn a whole new technique of the body. As the 
example of James Kainwo shows, this adapted way of walking, or hopping with 
help of a crutch, can be very effective. Twelve years of practice made him ex-
tremely efficient in moving his handicapped body. It shows the adaptability of 
                                                            
1  Although there is a general conception that most people in Sierra Leone lost their hands, arms or legs 
due to rebel atrocities, the football amputee team in Bo mostly comprises boys and men who lost their 
limbs during ‘normal’ warfare. Some were hit by escaped bullets or shrapnel from shells. Others were 
wounded during attacks. Because medical provision was very minimal during the war, many wounds 
were not properly treated, resulting in amputation at a later stage. 
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the body. He is now a role model for other amputee youth, still struggling with 
their maimed bodies, but he also shows his skills within society as a teacher and 
guide. 
People improvise; they learn new ways of dealing with their body within so-
ciety when either body or environment changes as a result of disruption. ‘If 
practice promotes discoveries and beliefs it is then unsurprising if the intensified 
practices associated with war stimulate inventions and reshape social values’ 
(Richards 2007a: 10). This in turn will influence the techniques of the body in 
any war-affected society. That applies to all citizens, and not just to amputees. 
Even the culture specific motor skills, like the carrying of heavy loads with the 
head, reflect an improvised relation between the body and society. Water or 
goods needs to be brought from A to B and as long as there is no proper water or 
transport system people will find ways to manage. This improvisation sometimes 
leads to physically tough situations. For example, it is reported in Ghana that 
girls and women from the poor northern part of the country travel to Accra where 
they carry heavy loads on the head to earn a very modest wage (Awumbila & 
Ardayfio-Schandorff 2008). In this case it is not violence, but poverty that 
ruptures symbolic norms and leads to social change. Another example is the way 
goods are transported in Sierra Leone. A lot of transport of goods within the 
cities still goes by means of a wooden barrow pushed by a couple of men, known 
(in Krio) as omolanke. As the terrain in Bo and Freetown can be quite hilly, this 
is a very tough task. But it is also a very effective mode of transport. The bad 
condition of the roads sometimes makes it impossible for vehicles to pass. But 
omolanke can. These are instances of improvisatory inventiveness.  
If new techniques develop out of war-induced improvisation, war and violence 
can also inhibit the transfer of common skills. Village life was greatly affected 
during periods of turmoil and fighting. The rhythms of daily life in Bo were 
disturbed as well. This has led to situations in which children were inadequately 
introduced to the practices of the community. For example, a new generation had 
to be inducted into the techniques of the body associated with rice farming 
(Richards 2007a). These techniques are vital for the survival of the individual 
and the group, so catching up is essential.  
The warming up routines within football in Sierra Leone seem to have pre-
dated the war and not to have changed much during the conflict. The indigenous 
way of moving, and importance of rhythm in warming up, did not disappear. 
These exercises may even have helped conserve the roots of society. In Chapter 3 
the link between rhythmic warming up of the football players and the role of 
dance and rhythm within society was explored. The ability to keep together in 
time is possibly one of several biological developments that evolved synchro-
nously with the development of culture, but one of great importance for the 
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emergence of ritual as a means of conserving society (Bellah 2005). It is basic to 
a Durkheimian view of social solidarity that ritual actions are important for the 
social justification of the group and crucial for the harmony of human beings in a 
group. Ritual action does the work of unifying the fragmented social elements, 
especially after disruption. According to Rappaport (1999), ritual is inseparable 
from performance, and ‘the sheer act of participating in serious rituals entails a 
commitment with respect to future action, at the very least solidarity with one’s 
fellow communicants’ (Bellah 2005: 193). This again stresses the importance of 
actions as routines, not only for the individual, but equally for social cohesion. 
Every society develops certain characteristic movements and views about 
body dynamics. Societies influence the ways in which people develop their 
bodies and the symbolic values attached to particular bodily forms (Shilling 
2003). ‘The practices acted out by the techniques of the body are directly tied to 
the continuity of the social mechanism and belong to a deep level of social 
memory that only marginally involves languages’ (Pirani 2005: 246). The tech-
niques of the individual body are thus a reflection of society. Or, stated in 
another way, the body is a reflection of the individual as much as it reflects 
society. This is what Durkheim (1912) 1995) calls Homo duplex: humans possess 
an individual body with their own drives while at the same time individuals are 
absorbed into a symbolic order that is society. Of importance here is to ensure 
that in analyzing techniques of the body, the impact of social life on the body 
should not be left out. Unexpected events in life, like war or poverty, affect the 
body as much as collectivities. This starts from the day we are born. The 
experience of the infant and child, born into a society, already instills a deep 
concern with what is seen as proper and necessary in relations with others 
(Swartz 1992). Society affects the actions of individuals. As Durkheim claims 
(quoted in Shilling 2005: 235): ‘Those who participate in the symbolic order of 
any society are embodied beings’. 
 
 
  
7 
Conclusions:  
Culture and the body 
The girl quits and hands the pestle over to me. It’s quite a heavy tool. I estimate that 
the weight of the pestle will be around four to five kilos. I take it with both my hands 
and position myself close to the mortar. The woman with whom the little girl was 
pounding, ceases her movements for a while, which gives me the chance to place the 
pestle in the mortar and start the pounding activity. I raise the pestle with both my 
arms and smash it in the mortar, trying to imitate what I just saw the girl was doing. 
It is more difficult than I thought it would be. I aim the pestle in the middle of the 
mortar, but I hardly manage to place the pestle exactly where I want it to land. The 
girl and woman smile, which makes me feel that I probably look very clumsy. I 
practice for a while. I really have to concentrate in order to place the pestle on the 
deepest point of the mortar. I start sweating and I already feel the muscles in my 
arms. I’m not used to do this movement. Then the woman raises her pestle and joins 
me with pounding. She easily adjusts her movement to my uneven motion of the 
pestle in the mortar, which varies from one stroke to the other. I try to focus on the 
rhythm of our pestles in the mortar, and for a short moment I can keep up with the 
pace that we establish. It certainly helps me to focus and the movement feels a little 
more efficient now. It won’t take long though. I start to breathe heavily and my 
muscles ache. I quit, and give the pestle back to the little girl. She immediately jumps 
in with the woman, who is still pounding. As I’m recovering from this activity, the 
little girl is pounding, and pounding, and pounding. (Field notes, Kpatema, Sierra 
Leone, 16/12/2008) 
In an article ‘Knowledge of the body’ (1983), the anthropologist Michael 
Jackson describes his experience of research in a rural community in northern 
Sierra Leone. During his time in the village, he used to make a fire by himself, in 
his own way. Villagers laughed about his fire lighting method, but never cri-
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ticized him. After a while though, he started to observe the way the women in the 
village kindled a fire and realized that their technique was much more effective 
and economic. He started to imitate them, which made him aware of the skill in 
their technique, which maximizes scarce firewood, produces exactly the amount 
of heat required for cooking, and enables more-or-less instant control of the 
flame (by adjusting the position of the logs feeding a three-stone fire). ‘This 
practical mimesis afforded me insight into how people economized both fuel and 
human energy, it made me see the close kinship between economy of effort and 
grace of movement, it made me realize the common sense which informs even 
the most elementary tasks in a Kuranko village’ (p. 340).  
This example nicely illustrates how techniques of the body are adapted to 
possibilities within the environment, and how the researcher only started to 
realize the importance of this adaptation when he began to imitate (as opposed to 
interact with) villagers. In the same way as Jackson, I truly started to understand 
the importance of basic tasks in daily life in Bo when I started to participate in 
these tasks. I joined the children while fetching water, the villagers with harvest-
ing the rice, and practiced pounding technique with a little girl, as described 
above. Some of the techniques were relatively easy to copy, while others were 
more difficult. For example, I never managed to walk with a heavy bucket on my 
head. Not only did my neck and arm muscles protest, but I also found out that my 
straight hair is too slippery, hindering a stable base for the bucket. In addition, 
although pounding looks quite an easy activity, I found out it was a very difficult 
task. I realized that it will take years of practice before the movement is perfect. 
When the girls (or boys) master the movement, they not only know the temporal 
components of the movement and the relative timing of the different phases, but 
also know exactly how much force they have to generate for all the different 
kinds of cereal or vegetables that might turn up in the mortar. Once a subject 
knows the necessary succession of main sub-goals needed to execute a specific 
skill, the important thing is to learn to generate the right force (Roux et al. 1995), 
an aspect also true for lighting the fire in the example of Jackson (1983). 
Adaptation is about fitting in, learning to push or pull with the right force, and 
knowing how to use the exact amount of firewood to balance resource avail-
ability and demand on the environment. Learning is more than a cognitive 
acquisition. It involves both mind and body; as argued by Dant (1999) it is only 
by means of bodily interaction that we start “reading” the objects or tools that we 
use, making the object meaningful. This process of learning to “read” material 
affordances can only be achieved by observing the masters of the skill, and then 
practicing to imitate them, with their guidance. In general, evolutionary anthro-
pologists have argued that humans acquire and store information about how to 
behave through observing and imitating the behaviour of others, and by being 
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instructed in the practice of local customs (Richerson & Boyd 2005). The case 
for an anthropology of the body as a contribution to body science (and also to 
cultural studies) is that it is only by practicing the techniques of the body com-
mon to any specific society that one fully grasps the sense of an activity.  
The techniques of the body are very different between societies (Mauss (1934) 
1973). In an African society, the social, biological and material environment will 
create certain options for movements that are best suited to or most common 
found in that particular society. The way we move can therefore tell a lot about 
our identity as well as the culture and environment in which we live. Many motor 
actions, including our most natural daily activities, such as walking, sleeping and 
eating, are acts that are generated through the outworking of collective cultural 
practices. Even the pace of life is culture-specific; ‘people walk at a faster pace 
and conduct transactions more rapidly in areas of higher population density’ 
(Adolph et al. 2010: 78).  
The body is thus shaped by the material and cultural environment in which it 
dwells (Ingold 2000). As shown in this research, activities in mundane daily life 
in Sierra Leone demand a lot from the physical capacity of children and adults. 
From a very young age, children are already involved in activities such as 
pounding or fetching water, carrying wood and cutting timber. These activities 
are very challenging and need much practice. Small children learn these skills 
from imitating their peers or older siblings. As they practice they receive visual 
cues from children who have already mastered the skill. By involvement in basic 
household activities, even the youngest children are not simply practicing; they 
are also being absorbed in the community. Lave & Wenger (1991) term this 
process of incorporation ‘legitimate peripheral participation’. It requires learners 
slowly to move from the imitative margins toward full participation in the socio-
cultural practices of a community. Children acquire the necessary skills by en-
gaging in the process. This teaches them how to “read” the context and act in 
ways that are recognized and valued by others in the community. Learning is an 
embodied activity; what and how we learn is context specific (Lave & Wenger 
1991).  
Specific skills such as carrying loads on the head or the peeling of a coconut 
with a knife require practice, but can become part of a cultural repertoire, i.e. a 
series of skills that are part of culture and which everyone in this culture can 
execute. Walking on two feet is part of the repertoire of all human beings, but 
walking with the head supporting heavy load is part of the repertoire of rural life 
in Sierra Leone. But it is not only household and farming activities that exhibit 
embodied movement patterns that perfectly fit the affordances within the envir-
onment. We find the same patterns also emerging in new leisure activities like 
football. The grace of movements of the football players is equally an adaptation 
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to the environment. I once joined a football team in a match. The pitch was a 
bare, sandy field full of holes and big fractures. Nor was it flat, but had a small 
slope towards one of the goals. During the game, I constantly had to look down 
in order to avoid spraining my ankles in a rut. However, the boys with whom I 
was playing did not seem to bother about this at all, notwithstanding the fact that 
some played bare-foot. They were very flexible and focused solely on the game. 
Not one player was injured during the game. Apparently, they are fully adapted 
to this situational context (a rough and far from level pitch). This touches upon 
the athletic capability of football players. The football players in Bo show perfect 
motor control and it seems that they also have quick perceptual processing, 
noting the position of the holes and adjusting their body movements accordingly, 
in order to be able to play football on such rough terrain (instead of mainly trying 
to avoid injury, as in my case). There seems no doubt that adaptive skills of this 
sort must also affect their style of play. 
Besides these adapted techniques of the body to the surrounding environment, 
another important observation concerns the presence of rhythm, in both the 
routines of daily life and the routines within football. The warming up routine of 
school football teams in Bo is characterized by rhythmic activities. The boys are 
running up and down two lines and performing several kinds of activity in 
perfect synchrony. It involves raising knees, a kick movement or a combination 
of hip rotation and kicking, executed in a uniform rhythm, sometimes supported 
by clapping of the fingers. It is a sort of rhythmic gymnastics, almost a dance. 
Performing these activities in synchrony creates an audible rhythm and can have 
some positive effects on team performance by increasing trust and understanding 
between the participants. Participation in these activities means being absorbed in 
a group, and the synchrony reinforces the social bonding.  
Rhythm is an important aspect of daily life in Sierra Leone. Rhythm is ob-
viously present in music and dance, but also household activities are executed to 
a certain rhythm, or routine. A repetition of a sequence of movements creates a 
rhythm, like the pounding activity, but the activity in itself can be part of a larger 
rhythm in society. Life in Sierra Leone has a clear rhythm, based on the seasonal 
patterns that determine agricultural activities, impacting in turn on daily eating 
habits and bodily routines. The repetition of activities –  doing the same thing 
over and over again – orders life. The ordering is first experienced through the 
body; it is through our bodies that we experience, order and share the world. 
Societies work on the basis of this ordering and the understandings shared among 
their members (Swartz 1992). The repetitive nature of activities can stir col-
lective feelings and reinforce group membership (Durkheim (1912) 1995). Be-
sides, a routine is important because of the predictability of the action. It is the 
homogeneity of repeated physical movements, as in the warming up of the foot-
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ball players in Bo, the daily walk of the villagers to Bo, or the joint pounding or 
fetching water of girls in a household, that constitutes the routine.  
Rhythm is thus a striking aspect of the warming up of the footballers, showing 
a culture specific way of moving, and is also of importance in household ac-
tivities like pounding. Children learn the right rhythms by participation. Their 
bodies and body movements adapt to and are shaped by this rhythm. The rhythm 
can be a tool during the learning process, controlling the body movements. The 
rhythmic activities of the football players as well as the physical tasks children 
carry out on daily basis, require a perfect control of the body. The fact that in a 
lot of studies African children show a superior motor capacity, as well as the 
often demonstrated athletic capabilities of football players and athletes coming 
from West-Africa, raises questions on factors that might influence motor devel-
opment. Pounding, carrying heavy buckets on the head and other physically chal-
lenging activities might facilitate developments of particular skills as well as 
muscle strength, body posture and probably even neurological developments, all 
in turn influencing motor coordination. The social and physical environment 
influences the techniques of the body, which in turn influence athletic capability, 
though in ways requiring further detailed analysis beyond the scope of the 
present thesis. This thesis has tried to shape the context within which such ex-
plorations can now be pursued.   
The final chapter of this thesis mentioned that the techniques of the body can 
be subject to change. The repetition of routines gives assurance of the known and 
familiar, while at the same time providing a platform to react on new and un-
expected events, thereby constantly interpreting and reinterpreting culture (Aga-
wu 1995). A disturbing factor in Sierra Leone was the war that lasted from 1991 
until 2002. Some people were physically affected, losing an arm or leg. These 
people were forced to find new ways of moving, i.e. new techniques of the body 
in relation to the environment. Football helped them with this process, allowing 
them to be full participants in society again and giving them back their bodily 
rhythm. Sports can thus also be a tool, for rehabilitation, for reintegration. Sport 
is deeply embedded in society and thus an interesting way to learn more about a 
culture. The way sport is part of society in Africa, the way culture has an effect 
on how sport is consumed and produced in Africa, offers new ways to study 
society and the interaction between global and local influences. 
Coming back to my pounding experience described at the beginning of this 
conclusion. Through practical mimesis I tried to understand the movement. I 
gained many of my insights about social life in and around Bo by observation 
and imitation of practical skills. It gave me an understanding of skill in terms of 
the difficulty of movement, as well as of the importance of the activity in daily 
life. For a short moment, I absorbed and was being absorbed into the group, 
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whether it was a group of football players or villagers in the field. By using my 
body in the same way as others in this environment, I found myself informed by 
a shared understanding. At the same time I realized how my own body move-
ments are shaped by the physical and social environment in which I grew up in 
the Netherlands (thus suggesting a new and promising way to approach the 
anthropology of my own society). This experience has illustrated the claim that 
all our actions are embodied cultural practices inscribed on to the human body 
(Mauss [1934] 1973; Shilling 2003).  
Culture is neither nature nor nurture, but participates of both. It combines 
inheritance and learning (Richerson & Boyd 2005). Culture is in our bodies. 
Research on body movement and skilled performance in relation to culture is an 
understudied area. However, as this thesis has shown, the way a person moves 
and makes use of the tools and environment around him or her can tell a lot about 
the physical and social culture in which this person is living, as well as how this 
culture has shaped his or her body. Now that portable technological devices for 
recording embodied actions are more and more available, undertaking the study 
of such action in real life becomes a feasible area of research, thus providing 
insight into the technological choices of groups of people and how specific 
groups reassess problems posed by (technical) changes (Roux et al. 1995). Such 
research on the body in action is able to operate within the capacities and habits 
of the body. In this thesis I have shown some examples of the body-in-action in a 
Sierra Leonean context, and have brought out the way people move and make 
use of their bodies as influenced by culture-specific activities within society. Im-
portant differences in culture and environment can lead to and sustain very 
different practices, such as head-loading in West Africa. These practices in turn 
have a huge effect on motor performance. Analysis of indigenous ways of 
moving brings out the balance between the environment and the body – a topic 
deserving more attention from both social and movement scientists. 

  
 
Appendix 1: Glossary 
 
Affordance: The possibilities or options for actions in the surrounding environ-
ment. Learning means to become aware of these options and how to make use 
of them. 
Centre of mass/centre of gravity: Every object with mass has a centre of mass. In 
the case of a point, the centre of mass is that specific point. When the object is 
bigger, the centre of mass is the mean of all the centres of mass of all the 
points in that object. For example, the centre of mass of a football is exactly at 
the centre of the ball. The centre of mass is also called the centre of gravity. It 
is the point of an object upon which gravitational force acts.  
Centre of gravity of the body: The centre of mass of the body, the point of the 
body where the mean of the gravitational forces of the whole body is acting 
upon. The centre of mass of the body during standing is located a little bit 
below the navel. During walking, the projection of the centre of gravity of the 
body alternately moves out of and back into the area of support. 
Coordination: The degree of motor regulation or harmonious cooperation of 
muscles in a complex series of actions. 
Culture: Culture is information that people acquire from others by teaching, imi-
tation and other forms of social or observational learning. In this thesis I will 
sometimes refer to culture as the social environment. 
Embodied action: Actions of the body that are inscribed (lived in) by the culture. 
Environment: The setting in which a person is living. This can be the physical or 
social environment.  
Feedback: Sensory information that results from movement, which can be used 
to guide the next action. Feedback can come from stimuli outside the body 
(e.g. vision, sound, that reach the body via respectively the eyes and the ears), 
or from inside the body (proprioception, from the muscles (see propriocep-
tion)), and ends in the spinal cord, brain stem or cerebral cortex. 
Genotype: The characteristics that an individual has inherited in the genes and 
will transmit to his or her descendants, whether or not the individual manifests 
these characteristics. 
Hypertrophy: Increase in size of an organ due to increased size of individual 
cells. 
Inverted pendulum model of walking: Walking is often seen as the motion of two 
coupled pendula, because the stance leg behaves like an inverted pendulum 
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moving about the stance foot, and the swing leg like a regular pendulum 
swinging about the hip. 
Learning: A relatively permanent change in behaviour that occurs as a result of 
practice.  
Leone: The unit of currency in Sierra Leone (approx. Le 3000 = $ 1.00).  
Motor control: The capacity to coordinate the muscles in the body to achieve a 
common goal. 
Nature-nurture issues: The problem of determining the relative importance of 
heredity (nature) and the result of upbringing in a particular environment 
(nurture) on behaviour. 
Performance: An activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves 
to influence in any way any of the other participants, confirming and at the 
same subtly modifying the genre. 
Phenotype: The characteristics that are displayed by the individual organism as 
distinct from those traits that one may carry genetically but not display. Exam-
ples are eye colour or intelligence.  
Proprioception: The sensation of body position and movements, using informa-
tion from receptors in the musculoskeletal system and the skin, which informs 
us about how our bodies are positioned and moving in space, relevant for 
posture and locomotion. 
RUF: Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone, one of the parties to the civil 
war in Sierra Leone (1991-2002), set up by a collective of radical students and 
later led by army corporal Alfred Foday Sankoh. 
Skills: Movements that are dependent on practice and experience for their exe-
cution, as opposed to being genetically defined. 
Observational learning: The vicarious learning of behaviour through imitation 
and modelling. Sometimes observational learning is defined as direct experi-
mentation in an environment, as distinct from adoption of established know-
ledge. 
Vestibular system: The organs responsible for the control of movement of the 
head and the sense of balance. 
Walk efficiency: The energetic cost of walking. During walking, there is a con-
stant exchange of energy between kinematic (forward speed) and gravitational 
(downward speed) energy. The higher this energy transfer, the higher the effi-
ciency and the lower the energetic cost for the body.  
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Appendix 2: List of video data on the DVD 
 
Video 1 Pounding rice. A girl, nine years of age, is pounding rice in a mortar, 
side view 
Video 2 Pounding rice. A girl, nine years of age, is pounding rice in a mortar, 
rear view 
Video 3 A small boy walking with a bucket with water on his head 
Video 4 Villagers walking with heavy load on the head, and child on the back, 
showing a great hip rotation and arm swing 
Video 5 Villagers walking with heavy load on the head, showing a great hip 
rotation and arm swing 
Video 6 Legitimate peripheral participation: four girls carrying buckets with 
water back to the compound, showing how the oldest girl is guiding 
and assisting the youngest girl 
Video 7 Ahmadiya school football team practicing its warming up 
Video 8 Ahmadiya school football team practicing its warming up 
Video 9 Ahmadiya school football team practicing a rhythmic warm-up 
exercise 
Video 10 Sir Milton Comprehensive school football team practicing its warming 
up 
Video 11 Sir Milton Comprehensive school football team practicing a rhythmic 
warm-up exercise 
Video 12 UCC school football team running in synchrony 
Video 13 Small boys trying to imitate the Ahmadiya school football team while 
performing their rhythmic warming up 
Video 14 Small boys practicing and imitating the exercises of the ‘big’ football 
players next to them 
Video 15 Sir Milton Comprehensive school football team singing and running 
in rhythm 
Video 16 A small boy waiting with a pile of wood on his head 
Video 17 Beautiful Sierra Leone – two young villagers walking 
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Appendix 3: Pictures of the football teams 
 
All Stars Bo Rangers 
Nepean Stars Bo amputee football team 
Ahmadiya juniors Ahmadiya seniors 
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Bo commercial juniors Bo commercial seniors 
Bo school seniors Christ the King College juniors 
Christ the King College seniors Sir Milton Comprehensive juniors 
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Sir Milton Comprehensive seniors Methodist high school juniors 
Sierra Leone Muslim Brotherhood juniors United Christian Council juniors 
United Christian Council seniors The coaches of Bo Rangers 
  
References 
ADOLPH, K.E., L.B. KARASIK & C.S. TAMIS-LEMONDA (2010), Motor skill. In: M.H. 
Bornstein, ed., Handbook of cultural development science, Part 1, Domains of development 
across cultures, pp. 61-88. New York: Psychology Press. 
AGAWU, K.V. (1995), African rhythm: A northern Ewe perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
ANSHEL, M.H. & D.Q. MARISI (1978), Effect of music and rhythm on physical performance. 
Research Quarterly 49(2): 109-113. 
ARCHETTI, E.P. (1999), Masculinities. Football, polo and the tango in Argentina. Oxford: Berg. 
ARMSTRONG, G. (2002), Talking up the game: Football and the reconstruction of Liberia, West 
Africa. Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power 9: 471-494. 
AWUMBILA, M. & E. ARDAYFIO-SCHANDORF (2008), Gendered poverty, migration and 
livelihood strategies of female porters in Accra, Ghana. Norsk Geografisk Tidsskrift 62:  
171-179. 
BAILY, J. (1985), Music structure and human movement. In: P. Howell, I. Cross & R. West, eds, 
Musical structure and cognition, pp. 237-258. London: Academic Press. 
BEISMAN, G.L. (1967), Effect of rhythmic accompaniment upon learning of fundamental motor 
skills. Research Quarterly 38(2): 172-176. 
BELLAH, R.N. (2005), Durkheim and ritual. In: J. Alexander & P. Smith, eds, The Cambridge 
companion to Durkheim, pp. 183-210. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
BOYD, R. & P.J. RICHERSON (2005), The origin and evolution of cultures. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
BRIL, B. (1986), The acquisition of an everyday technical motor skill: The pounding of cereals 
in Mali (Africa). In: H.T.A. Whiting & M.G. Wade, eds, Themes in motor development, pp. 
315-326. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 
CARLSTON, D.E. (1983), An environmental explanation for race differences in basketball 
performance. Journal of Sport and Social Sciences 7(2): 30-51. 
CAVAGNA, G.A. & M. KANEKO (1977), Mechanical work and efficiency in level walking and 
running. Journal of Physiology 268: 467-481. 
CAVAGNA, G.A., P.A. WILLEMS, M.A. LEGRAMANDI & N.C. HEGLUND (2002), Pendular 
energy transduction within the step in human walking. The Journal of Experimental Biology 
205: 3413-3422. 
CHAIKLIN, S. & J. LAVE (1993), Understanding practice: Perspectives on activity and context. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
CHARTERIS, J., P.A. SCOTT & J.W. NOTTRODT (1989), Metabolic and kinematic responses of 
African women headload carriers under controlled conditions of load and speed. Ergonomics 
32(12): 1539-1550. 
COLLINS, R. (2004), Interaction ritual chains. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
DANT, T. (1999), Material culture in the social world: values, activities, lifestyles. Buckingham: 
Open University Press. 
DEVINE, J. (1985), The versatility of human locomotion. American Anthropologist, new series 
87(3): 550-570. 
DINUCCI, J.M. (1975), Motor performance age and race differences between black and 
Caucasian boys six to nine years of age. Presented at the SDHAPER convention, Texas. 
DURHAM, W.H. (1991), Coevolution. Genes, culture, and human diversity. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press. 
DURKHEIM, E. (1912, 1995), The elementary forms of religious life. New York: The Free Press. 
96 
 
FERRANDEZ, A.M. & J. PAILHOUS (1986), From stepping to adaptive walking: Modulations of 
an automatism. In: H.T.A. Whiting & M.G. Wade, eds, Themes in motor development, pp. 
265-278. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 
FREEMAN, W.J. (1998), A neurobiological role of music in social bonding. In: N. Wallin, B. 
Merkur & S. Brown, eds, The origins of music, pp. 411-424. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
GOFFMAN, E. (1959), Presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday Anchor 
Books. 
HAMILTON, B. (2000), East African running dominance: what is behind it? British Journal of 
Sports Medicine 34: 391-394. 
HARDUNG, C. (2002), Everyday life of slaves in Northern Dahomey: The process of 
remembering. Journal of African Cultural Studies 15(1): 35-44. 
HEGLUND, N.C., P.A. WILLEMS, M. PENTA & G.A. CAVAGNA (1995), Energy-saving gait 
mechanics with head-supported loads. Nature 375: 52-54. 
HENRY, D. (2006), Violence and the body: Somatic expressions of trauma and vulnerability 
during war. Medical Anthropology Quarterly 20(3): 379-398. 
HEWES, G.W. (1955), World distribution of certain postural habits. American Anthropologist, 
new series 57(2): 231-244. 
HIMES, J.H. (1988), Racial variation in physique and body composition. Canadian Journal of 
Sport Sciences 13(2): 117-126. 
HOBERMAN, J. (2004), African athletic aptitude and the social sciences. Equine and 
Comparative Exercise Physiology 1(4): 281-284. 
INGOLD, T. (2000), The perception of the environment: Essays on livelihood, dwelling and skill. 
London: Routledge. 
JACKSON, M. (1983), Knowledge of the body. Man, new series 18(2): 327-345. 
KUO, A.D., J.M. DONELAN & A. RUINA (2005), Energetic consequences of walking like an 
inverted pendulum: Step to step transitions. Exercise and Sport Sciences Reviews 33(2): 88-
97. 
LATASH, M.L. & M.T. TURVEY (1996), Dexterity and its development. With: On dexterity and 
its development by N.A. Bernstein. Mahwah New Jersey: Lawrance Erlbaum Associates. 
LAVE, J. & E. WENGER (1991), Situated learning. Legitimate peripheral participation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
LI, J.X., Y. HONG & P.D. ROBINSON (2003), The effect of load carriage on movement 
kinematics and respiratory parameters in children during walking. European Journal of 
Applied Physiology 90: 35-43. 
LINARES, O.F. (2002), African rice (Oryza glaberrima): History and future potential. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 99(25): 16360-16365. 
MACNEILL, W.H. (1995), Keeping together in time: Dance and drill in human history. Harvard: 
Harvard University Press. 
MALINA, R.M., B.B. LITTLE, R.F. SHOUP & P.H. BUSCHANG (1987), Adaptive significance of 
small body size: Strength and motor performance of school children in Mexico and Papua 
New Guinea. American Journal of Physical Anthropology 73(4): 489-499. 
MALOIY, G.M.O., N.C. HEGLUND, L.M. PRAGER, G.M. CAVAGNA & C.R. TAYLOR (1986), 
Energetic cost of carrying loads: Have African women discovered an economic way? Nature 
319: 668-669. 
MARTORELL, R., C. YARBROUGH, R.E. KLEIN & A. LECHTIG (1979), Malnutrition, body size, 
and skeletal maturation: Interrelationships and implications for catch-up growth. Human 
Biology 51(3): 371-389. 
MAUSS, M. (1934, 1973), Techniques of the body. Economy and Society 2(1): 70-88. 
MAUSS, M. (1935, 2006), Text 9. Techniques of the body. In: N. Schlanger, ed., Techniques, 
Technology and Civilization, pp. 77-95. New York: Durkheim press. 
MEEKS GARDNER, J.M. & S.M. GRANTHAM-MCGREGOR (1994), Physical activity, 
undernutrition and child development. Proceedings of the Nutrition Society 53: 241-248. 
97 
 
NESS, S.A. (1999), Understanding cultural performance: Trobriand cricket. In: R.R. Sands, ed., 
Anthropology, Sport, and Culture, pp. 39-49. London: Bergin and Garvey. 
NHANTUMBO, L., J. MAIA, S. SARANGA & A. PRISTA (2008), Physical activity among children 
and adolescents in a rural community in Mozambique: Effects of age, sex, and nutritional 
status. Revista Panamericana de Salud Publica 23(3): 171-178. 
PIRANI, B.M. (2005), Body rhythms, social rhythms in digital societies. Current Sociology 
53(2): 237-273. 
RAWLEY, J.A. & S.D. BEHRENDT (2005), The transatlantic slave trade. A history, revised 
edition. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 
RICHARDS, P. (1986), Coping with hunger. Hazard and experiment in an African rice-farming 
system. London: Allen and Unwin. 
RICHARDS, P. (1997), Soccer and violence in war-torn Africa: Soccer and social rehabilitation 
in Sierra Leone. In: G. Armstrong & R. Guilianotti, eds, Entering the field. New perspectives 
on world football, pp. 141-157. Oxford, New York: Berg. 
RICHARDS, P. (2007a), Appearing and disappearing: Mimicry as technology of the body in the 
civil war in Sierra Leone. Workshop: mimicry in civil wars: the strategic use of identity 
signals. 
RICHARDS, P. (2007b), The emotions at war: A musicological approach to understanding 
atrocity in Sierra Leone. In: Perry 6, S. Radstone, C. Squire & A. Treacher, eds, Public 
emotions, pp. 62-84. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
RICHERSON, P.J. & R. BOYD (2005), Not by genes alone. How culture transformed human 
evolution. Chicago: The University of Chicago. 
ROUX, V., B. BRIL & G. DIETRICH (1995), Skills and learning difficulties involved in stone 
knapping: The case of stone-bead knapping in Khambat, India. World Archaeology 27(1): 
63-87. 
SCHMIDT, R. A. & T.D. LEE (1988), Motor control and learning. A behavioral emphasis. 
Champaign, Illinois: Human Kinetics Publishers. 
SCOTT, R.A. & Y.P. PITSILADIS (2006), Genetics and the success of East African runners. 
International SportMed Journal 7(3): 172-186. 
SHILLING, C. (2003), The body and social theory. Second edition. London: Sage Publications 
Ltd. 
SHILLING, C. (2005), Embodiment, emotions, and the foundations of social order: Durkheim’s 
enduring contribution. In: J. Alexander & P. Smith, eds, The Cambridge companion to 
Durkheim, pp. 211-238. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
SUPER, C.M. (1976), Environmental effects on motor development: The case of African infant 
precocity. Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology 18: 561-567. 
SWARTZ, M.J. (1992), On the two bodies in Swahili culture: Similarities in understandings of 
the body and society. In: E.J. Maw & J. Picton, eds, Concepts of the body/self in Africa, pp. 
33-54. Wien: Afro-Pub. 
URL 1: http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/ 
VAN DAMME, R. & R.S. WILSON (2002), Athletic performance and the evolution of vertebrate 
locomotor capacity. In: P. Aerts, K. D’Auout, A. Herrel & R. Van Damme, eds, Topics in 
functional and ecological vertebrate morphology, pp. 257-292. Maastricht: Shaker 
Publishing. 
VIDACS, B. (2006), Through the prism of sports: Why should Africanists study sports? Afrika 
Spectrum 41(3): 331-349. 
WESTON, A.R., O. KARAMIZRAK, A. SMITH, T.D. NOAKES & K.H. MYBURGH (1999), African 
runners exhibit greater fatigue resistance, lower lactate accumulation, and higher oxidative 
enzyme activity. Journal of Applied Physiology 86(3): 915-923. 
WILLIAMS, A.M. & N.J. HODGES (2005), Practice, instruction and skill acquisition in soccer: 
Challenging tradition. Journal of Sports Sciences 23(6): 637-650. 
WILLIAMS, H., B. MCCLENAGHAN, D. WARD, W. CARTER, C. BROWN, R. BYDE, D. JOHNSON 
& D. LASALLE (1986), Sensory-motor control and balance: A behavioural perspective. In: 
98 
 
H.T.A. Whiting & M.G. Wade, eds, Themes in motor development, pp. 247-261. Dordrecht: 
Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 
WOOLLACOTT, M.H. (1986), Postural control and development. In: H.T.A. Whiting & M.G. 
Wade, eds, Themes in motor development, pp. 3-19. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 
ZORN, A. (2007), The swing walkers of Zambia. Structural Integration, (www.rolfing.org). 
 
 
References for the glossary 
 
ÅSTRAND, P.-O., K. ROHDAHL, H.A. DAHL & S.B. STROMME (2003), Textbook of work 
physiology. Physiological bases of exercise. Fourth edition. Champaign, Illinois: Human 
Kinetics Publishers. 
ATKINSON, R.L., R.C. ATKINSON, E.E. SMITH, D.J. BEM & S. NOLEN-HOEKSEMA (2000), 
Hilgard’s introduction to psychology. Thirteenth edition. Orlando: Harcourt Brace College 
Publishers. 
BEAR, M.F., B.W. CONNORS & M.A. PARADISO (2001), Neuroscience. Exploring the brain. 
Second edition. Baltimore, Philadelphia: Lippincott Williams and Wilkins. 
 
 
 
ASC BOOK PUBLICATIONS 
 
 
Copies of all the publications listed below in the African Studies Collection and  
the earlier Research Reports Series may be ordered from:  
 
African Studies Centre 
Email: asc@ascleiden.nl 
Tel: +31 (0)71 527 3490 
Fax: +31 (0)71 527 3344 
 
For prices, check the ASC website [www.ascleiden.nl] under Publications. 
 
 
African Studies Collection 
 
24 Bodies in action. Culture and body skills in post-conflict Sierra Leone  
Anneke van der Niet   (2010) 
23 Ghanaian nurses at a crossroads. Managing expectations on a medical 
ward 
Christine Böhmig   (2010) 
22 Coping with cancer and adversity: Hospital ethnography in Kenya 
Benson A. Mulemi   (2010) 
21 Ominous Calm. Autochthony and sovereignty in Konkomba/Nanumba 
violence and peace, Ghana 
Martijn Wienia   (2009) 
20 Advances in coastal ecology. People, processes and ecosystems in 
Kenya 
Jan Hoorweg & Nyawira Muthiga, editors   (2009) 
19 Creating space for fishermen’s livelihood. Anlo-Ewe beach seine 
fishermen’s negotiations for livelihood space within multiple governance 
structures in Ghana 
Marloes Kraan   (2009) 
18 Families in movement. Transformation of the family in urban Mali, with a 
focus on intercontinental mobility 
Janneke Barten   (2009) 
17 Pastoralistes et la ville au Bénin. Livelihoods en questionnement 
Théophile Djedjebi   (2009) 
16 Making decentralization work for women in Uganda 
Alfred Lakwo   (2009) 
15 Food security and coping mechanisms in marginal areas: The case of 
West Pokot, Kenya, 1920-1995 
Anne Kisaka Nangulu   (2009) 
14 ‘Beyond their age’. Coping of children and young people in child-headed 
households in South Africa 
Diana van Dijk   (2008) 
13 Poverty and inequality in urban Sudan. Policies, institutions and 
governance 
Muna A. Abdalla   (2008) 
12 Dilemmas of Development: Conflicts of interest and their resolutions in 
modernizing Africa 
Jon Abbink & André van Dokkum (eds)   (2008) 
11 Teaching peace, transforming conflict? Exploring participants’ 
perceptions of the impact of informal peace education training in Uganda 
Anika May   (2008) 
10 Plantations, power and people. Two case studies of restructuring South 
Africa’s forestry sector 
Alice Achieng Ojwang   (2008) 
9 Coming back from the bush. Gender, youth and reintegration in Northern 
Sierra Leone 
Janneke van Gog   (2008) 
8 How to win a football match in Cameroon. An anthropological study of 
Africa’s most popular sport 
Arnold Pannenborg   (2008) 
7 ‘Prendre le bic’. Le Combat Spirituel congolais et les transformations 
sociales 
Julie Ndaya Tshiteku   (2008) 
6 Transnationalism, local development and social security. The functioning 
of support networks in rural Ghana 
Mirjam Kabki   (2007) 
5 Tied to migrants: Transnational influences on the economy of Accra, 
Ghana 
Lothar Smith   (2007) 
4 “Our way”: Responding to the Dutch aid in the District Rural Development 
Programme of Bukoba, Tanzania 
Adalbertus Kamanzi   (2007) 
3 Transition towards Jatropha biofuels in Tanzania? An analysis with 
Strategic Niche Management 
Janske van Eijck   (2007) 
2 “Ask and you shall be given”: Pentecostalism and the economic crisis in 
Cameroon 
Robert Mbe Akoko   (2007) 
1 World and experiences of AIDS orphans in north central Namibia 
Mienke van der Brug   (2007) 
 
Research Reports 
 
85 Microfinance, rural livelihoods, and women’s empowerment in Uganda 
 Alfred Lakwo   (2006) 
84 Trade liberalization and financial compensation. The BLNS states in the 
wake of the EU-South African trade and development agreement 
 Sam van der Staak   (2006) 
83 The rock art of Mwana wa Chentcherere II rock shelter, Malaŵi. A site-
specific study of girls’ initiation rock art  
 Leslie F. Zubieta   (2006) 
82 Bibliography on Islam in contemporary Sub-Saharan Africa 
 Paul Schrijver   (2006) 
81 Bridging the urban-rural divide: Multi-spatial livelihoods in Nakuru town, 
Kenya  
 Samuel Ouma Owuor   (2006) 
80 Bleak prospects: Young men, sexuality and HIV/AIDS in an Ethiopian 
town  
 Getnet Tadele   (2006) 
79 “The angel of death has descended violently among them.” Concentration 
camps and prisoners-of-war in Namibia, 1904-08 
 Casper Erichsen   (2005) 
78 Sahelian pathways. Climate and society in Central and South Mali  
 Mirjam de Bruijn, Han van Dijk, Mayke Kaag & Kiky van Til (eds)   (2005) 
77 Gacaca: Grassroots justice after genocide. The key to reconciliation in 
Rwanda?  
 Arthur Molenaar   (2005) 
76 The assertion of rights to agro-pastoral land in North Cameroon:  
A cascade to violence?  
 Ruth Noorduyn   (2005) 
75 Urban agriculture in Tanzania: Issues of sustainability  
 Dick Foeken, Michael Sofer & Malongo Mlozi   (2004) 
74 “We’re managing!” Climate change and livelihood vulnerability in 
Northwest Ghana 
 Kees van der Geest   (2004) 
73 Community-based conservation in an entitlement perspective. Wildlife 
and forest conservation in Taita, Kenya  
 James Gichiah Njogu   (2004) 
72 Witchcraft and policing. South Africa Police Service attitudes towards 
witchcraft and witchcraft-related crime in the Northern Province  
 Riekje Pelgrim   (2003) 
71 The solidarity of self-interest. Social and cultural feasibility of rural health 
insurance in Ghana  
 Daniel K. Arhinful   (2003) 
70 Recent advances in coastal ecology. Studies from Kenya  
 Jan Hoorweg & Nyawira Muthiga (eds)   (2003) 
69 Structural adjustment: Source of structural adversity. Socio-economic 
stress, health and child nutritional status in Zimbabwe   
 Leon Bijlmakers   (2003) 
68 Resisting reforms. A resource-based perspective of collective action in 
the distribution of agricultural input and primary health services in the 
Couffo region, Benin  
 Houinsou Dedehouanou   (2003) 
67 Women striving for self-reliance. The diversity of female-headed 
households in Tanzania and the livelihood strategies they employ  
 Anke van Vuuren   (2003) 
66 Démocratisation en Afrique au sud du Sahara: Transitions et virage.  
Un bilan de la littérature (1995-1996)  
 Klaas van Walraven & Céline Thiriot   (2002) 
65 Democratization in sub-Saharan Africa: Transitions and turning points.  
An overview of the literature (1995-1996)  
 Klaas van Walraven & Céline Thiriot   (2002) 
64 Sharing a valley. The changing relations between agriculturalists and 
pastoralists in the Niger Valley of Benin  
 Antje van Driel   (2001) 
63 Pathways to negotiate climate variability. Land use and institutional 
change in the Kaya region, Burkina Faso  
 Mark Breusers   (2001) 
62 “We think of them.” How Ghanaian migrants in Amsterdam assist 
relatives at home  
 Daniel K. Arhinful   (2001) 
61 Pastoralists and markets. Livestock commercialization and food security 
in north-eastern Kenya  
 Abdirizak A. Nunow   (2000) 
 
 
60 Rural development and agricultural policy in central western Zambia.  
The case of Kaoma-Nkeyema tobacco scheme  
 K. Hailu   (2000) 
59 Secrecy and ambiguity. Home care for people living with HIV/AIDS in 
Ghana  
 Maud Radstake   (2000) 
58 Urban agriculture in Africa: A bibliographical survey  
 R.A. Obudho & Dick Foeken   (1999) 
57 Changing security. Livelihood in the Mandara Mountains in North 
Cameroon  
 Annette van Andel   (1998) 
56 Catholic mission, colonial government and indigenous response in Kom 
(Cameroon 
 Jacqueline de Vries   (1998) 
55 Eritreo-Ethiopian studies in society and history: 1960-1995.  
A supplementary bibliography  
 Jan Abbink   (1996) 
54 Commodity auctions in Tropical Africa. A survey of the African tea, 
tobacco and coffee auctions  
 John Houtkamp & Laurens van der Laan   (1993) 
53 Land and labour in Myjikenda agriculture, Kenya, 1850-1985  
 Henk Waaijenberg   (1993) 
52 Democratisation en Afrique au Sud du Sahara. Un aperçu de la littérature  
 Rob Buijtenhuijs & Elly Rijnierse   (1993) 
51 Democratization in Sub-Saharan Africa. An overview of literature  
 Rob Buijtenhuijs & Elly Rijnierse   (1993) 
50 Women in Bamenda. Survival strategies and acces to land  
 Adri van den Berg   (1993) 
49 Pratiques foncières à l’ombre du droit. L’application du droit foncier urbain 
à Ziguinchor, Sénégal  
 Gerti Hesseling   (1992) 
48 Power and privilege in the administration of law. Land law reforms and 
social differentiation in Cameroon  
 Cyprien Fisiy   (1992) 
47 Staatsvorming, rurale ontwikkeling en boeren in Guiné-Bissau  
 H. Schoenmaker   (1991) 
44 Popular Islam in Tunisia  
 Kees Schilder   (1991) 
43 Seasons, food supply and nutrition in Africa  
 Dick W.J. Foeken & Adel P. den Hartog (eds)   (1990) 
42 Socio-economic development of women in Zambia 
 A. Touwen   (1990) 
41 Enduring crisis, refugee problems in Eastern Sudan  
 Henk Tieleman & Tom Kuhlman   (1990) 
40 Marketing policies and economic interests in the cotton sector of Kenya  
 Tjalling Dijkstra   (1990) 
39 The IMF-World Bank's stabilisation and structural adjustment policies and 
the Uganda economy, 1981-1989  
 D.W. Nabudere   (1990) 
38 Economic management in neo-colonial states: A case study of Cameroon  
 N. Jua   (1990) 
34 Aspects of the Apartheid state. A bibliographical survey  
 Ineke van Kessel   (1989/91) 
33 Scenes of change: Visions on developments in Swaziland  
 Henk Tieleman (ed.)   (1988) 
32 State formation, religion and land tenure in Cameroon.  
A bibliographical survey  
 Kees Schilder   (1988) 
30 Irriguer pour subsister  
 Geert Diemer & E. van der Laan   (1987) 
29 Economic management in Cameroon: Policies and performance  
 W.A. Ndongko   (1987) 
28 Leven en werken in een Nyakyusa dorp  
 Nel van Hekken   (1986) 
27 Muslims in Mango  
 Emile van Rouveroy van Nieuwaal   (1986) 
25 West African colonial civil servants in the nineteenth century  
 Kwame Arhin   (1985) 
24 Staatsvorming in Guiné-Bissau  
 J.H. Schoenmakers   (1986) 
23 Producer prices in Tropical Africa  
 Paul Hesp   (1985) 
 
